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For me that can fly. 


CHAPTER ONE 


I had been running from them for longer than | knew. | 
honestly couldn’t tell you how many days | had spent running from 
those men. Although, calling them men wasn’t doing them justice. 
Let me make this situation a little clearer for you. I’m kind of an 
important person and because of that, | excelled at making enemies. 
A ton of enemies. The four men chasing me were assassins sent to 
murder me. That was nothing new either. Plenty of people had 
threatened my life. Anyway, | did not plan on dying that day, so | ran 
instead. l’d been told that | was rather skilled at running from things. 
No, | had no idea who hired them or how they had found me. | hadn’t 
been home for a good while, and | was fairly certain that many of my 
friends likely thought | was dead. No one was supposed to know who 
| was or where | had come from and the fact that whoever hired 
those assassins did know me was a frightening thought. 

They chased me deeper into the woods until it grew dark for the 
umpteenth time and none of us were able to see well. Il’d run through 
the night before, but this time was different. | had not run through 
the woods during the night, and | was already beyond exhaustion. | 
was barely making my legs move at that point, so my fall was 
inevitable. | stumbled over the roots of a tree and rolled down a short 
hill, landing on my back and breathing heavily. | was pushing myself 
to my feet when the assassins caught up with me at last and yanked 
me up, pressing a sword against my throat. 

The man whom | supposed was the commander removed the 
hood from his head and the cloth that concealed half his face. 
Unfortunately, | knew exactly who he was, and he would probably 
take no small amount of joy in killing me. 

“It looks like you aren’t as good at running as I’ve been told,” 
Seabert said. 

| stepped away from the blade’s edge. “Don’t you think the fact 
that you had to be told speaks for itself?” 

He gestured for his man to lower the sword as he walked nearer 
to me. “In any case, there’s nowhere for you to run now.” 

As a point of fact, | had not intended to run anywhere. | pulled 
my sword from its sheath and shifted into a fighting stance. My 
attention was on Seabert, not his men, so when one of them hit me 
between the shoulder blades with the pommel of his sword, | fell 
forward to all fours. Seabert kicked my sword out of reach and kicked 
me onto my back where his men could give me a good beating before 


they killed me. They mostly hit me in the ribs and my legs, a few of 
their fists connecting with my shoulders and head. When they were 
finished, | lay still and tried to regain my breath. In my line of work, | 
had been cut and slashed and wounded horribly many times. | had 
plenty of scars as evidence of that, but that did not mean | was used 
to the pain. | doubted | ever would be. If | wasn’t so exhausted, | 
could have put up a better fight. | had been trained by professionals 
to use a sword after all, but my body protested wasting the little 
strength which remained inside me that | might require for later 
running. 

When Seabert was satisfied, he pulled me up and ordered two of 
his men to hold me by the arms as he pushed the blade of his sword 
lightly into my neck again. | felt certain he wasn’t going to remove it 
a second time. “I must admit, I’m disappointed you didn’t put upa 
better fight than this, Theo.” 

| smiled. “It’s my pleasure to disappoint you, Bert.” 

He scowled at my nickname for him but refrained from hitting 
me the way he had every other time | had called him that. “And it 
will be my pleasure to kill you.” 

| clicked my tongue. “Before you do something you may later 
regret, you might want to reconsider my offer. You would make a 
great soldier, I’m sure.” 

“| do make a great soldier, just not your soldier.” 

| tilted my head away from his sword when | felt it prick my 
skin. “All right. Go ahead and kill me then. I’m sure everyone already 
thinks I’m dead anyway.” 

He grinned and raised his blade to behead me there in the 
woods. It was terribly dishonorable given my standing, but | thought 
it best not to argue. Instead, | closed my eyes and waited for the 
brief, searing pain | would feel. Only it never came. When | heard 
something very like a man’s unconscious body falling to the ground, | 
opened my eyes and saw an arrow sticking out of Seabert’s sword 
arm. | took the opportunity to tear my arms free of the hands that 
held me and run, though | was far slower than | would have liked. 
Really, | wasn’t even running. | was hardly walking upright. | pressed 
my hand against my side and felt several misplaced things moving 
inside me. When Seabert shouted for his idiot men to go after me, | 
struggled to move quicker. | glanced over my shoulder to see two 
arrows in the legs of one man and another tn a man’s back. | didn’t 
see Seabert’s last man anywhere behind me, so | slowed and fell 
against a tree, except he was there in front of me. He ran at me with 


his sword poised. The tip of the blade was touching my chest when 
the arrowhead protruded through his heart and was followed shortly 
by another. He glanced down at the fatal wounds, and | rolled over to 
avoid being crushed as he crumpled by the tree. 

| breathed a sigh of great relief and lay there on the ground, not 
wanting to move and worsen my injuries. Apparently, it didn’t matter 
what | wanted. Whomever had been shooting arrows crouched beside 
me and pulled me to my feet, seemingly unaware of the pain he 
caused me in doing so. 

“We need to go. | know a place where we'll be safe,” the 
bowman whispered to me. 

| winced and limped after him, feeling my ribs shift into strange 
and uncomfortable positions that they should not have been able to 
shift into. | didn’t complain, although | did wonder whether this man 
wanted my death like everyone else seemed to. | truthfully had no 
idea what | had done to earn these people’s hatred. | felt like | had 
done a fine job avoiding the public until assassins started trying to 
kill me and now | had absolutely no idea where | was. It was likely 
that the people back home had already begun to look for a candidate 
to replace me. | briefly wondered who they’d choose. Probably my 
best friend, though it was hard to be sure since | wasn’t there. 

| was startled from my thoughts when an arrow shot past my 
head and hit Seabert in the leg this time. He hadn’t been far behind 
me, but thankfully | had my savior to protect me. We continued 
through the woods without anyone else trying to murder me, and 
when | was able to see the bowman’s dwelling place, | lost my 
footing entirely and tumbled into him, knocking him off his feet as 
well. 

He untangled himself from me while | lay on my back with 
rattled breath, and when | say that | mean | could hear things inside 
me rattling. | was certain that several of my ribs were broken from 
the beating, and they had only become worse from walking and 
running and rolling and falling. Despite that, | still managed to turn 
over and cough, tasting blood on my tongue as | lay back down. 

The man who had saved me crouched beside me and looked 
concerned. It had been a long time since | had seen that expression 
on anyone’s face. “A bed isn’t far if you’re able to walk.” 

| grimaced as | rolled onto my knees, a hand to my side. With 
his assistance, | stumbled inside his hut where | collapsed on the first 
bed | saw. | meant to fall asleep immediately, but the bowman 
insisted | allow him to work on my injuries. | disliked having others 


do everything for me, as | had much experience with that type of 
behavior, but | eventually sighed and let him help me remove my 
shirt. 

His eyes lingered on the silky violet tunic for a time before he 
folded it and put it aside. “You have rather fine clothes for a boy 
alone in the forest,” he muttered, pressing his hands over my bruising 
body. 

“| was born into a life of wealth,” | replied, wincing. 

He raised his brow. “You’re a nobleman?” 

| snorted, which made me gasp at the twinge of pain that 
thumped in my chest. “Something to that effect, | suppose.” 

He looked me over as he moved his hands nearer to my chest to 
feel for injuries and broken bones. “What’re you doing down here in 
Tinnober?” 

‘qd heard of Tinnober a couple of times. The actual nobles of my 
city had told me about it. They said it was poor and the people there 
barely had enough food. Apparently, the place was afflicted with an 
awful sickness that | had been warned might travel to my own city. | 
hadn’t been worried about it then and | wasn’t now. After all, the 
arrow man seemed to be in good health. 

Before | could answer him with most of the truth, he pressed 
somewhere particularly bad, and | sucked in a sharp breath. “Ow! 
That hurts.” 

He moved his hands away and sighed. “It doesn’t look good. At 
least three of your ribs are broken and it’s hard to tell whether they 
punctured your lungs or not. Based on the way you’re breathing, | 
would say they didn’t. At any rate, it’ll be a few weeks before you’re 
healed. A few days before you should walk or run from a squad of 
assassins.” 

| slumped on the bed and closed my eyes to rest them, the 
adrenaline pumping through my veins beginning to ebb away. | was 
nearly asleep already when the bowman shook my shoulder. 

“What are you doing down here?” he asked again. 

| hoped he’d forgotten about that. “Those men, the assassins, 
chased me here.” 

“From where?” 

| sighed as | looked at him. He just had to ask. “Feruneth.” 

“Maybe you are a nobleman if you’re truly from there.” 

“Maybe | am,” | mumbled. “May | sleep now?” 

He stood from the bed and took my shirt tn his hand. “You may. 
Anything | need to do | can do while you’re asleep. You’re welcome to 


stay here while you heal, if | can fix your ribs.” 

| pulled the soft, silky blanket over myself and relaxed as much 
as | could. “Thank you, bowman.” 

He smiled. “My name is Amadeus.” 

| nodded to acknowledge his response before | shut my eyes 
again and slept at last. | didn’t have dreams any different from the 
nightmares | always had. Most of them were of wars where | watched 
everyone | loved perish. Some were of me being lost and returning 
home to find everything in ruins because | ran away and left it all. 
They were depressing, | know, but they also held truth in them. It 
always bothered me to watch those things happen again and again, 
just as it had bothered me to watch them happen in real life. | had 
not run away on purpose, that was true, but | hadn’t made any effort 
to go back home. To be entirely honest, | had not made any effort to 
do the right thing back home either. Everyone watched me to see 
what | might say or what | might do because some of them trusted 
me, but | had given them mistrust and anger instead. | didn’t care if 
it was in my blood, they should have chosen someone else that knew 
what they were doing. | was a terrible person for the occupation | 
had been forced into. 

After watching my family die a second time, | was startled 
awake. | sat up and regretted the decision instantly. | barely 
suppressed a cry as | lay down again to regain my breath. My chest 
burned with an awful pain, and | felt that if | breathed it might break 
my ribs into tiny pieces inside me. That was absurd, of course, which 
was why | didn’t stop breathing despite it being unpleasant. When | 
had composed myself, | carefully sat up and leaned against the wall 
to see what the archer had done while | slept. He had wrapped me in 
bandages with some sort of ointment underneath. That seemed like 
all he had done, and that concerned me slightly. If it was as bad as he 
said, then why hadn’t he done more? | mean, even with the bandages 
on | could still see a dark bruise and tell it was a little swollen. | 
guess there wasn’t anything | could do myself to make the injury 
better, so | thanked him when he came into the room. 

Amadeus offered me a bowl of warm soup and a glass of water 
which | gratefully took. | couldn’t remember the last time | had eaten 
and the sip of soup | took was delicious. He watched me slurp the 
liquids for a moment before sitting on the edge of the bed. | thought 
he looked more serious than earlier, and | wondered what questions 
he meant to ask this time. 

“Why were you being chased by assassins?” 


Well. He certainly knew how to start a conversation. | sipped 
more of the soup. “I don’t really believe that’s your business.” 

“Fine. If you’re really a nobleman, then why were you wandering 
around without your parents or someone to protect you?” 

| blew out a breath and gave him a piece of the truth. “My 
parents were killed,” | muttered. 

“All the more reason someone should have been guarding you.” 
| set down my bowl and glared at him. “There were men 
guarding me, more than you can count. There were six of them with 
me the day Seabert and his men came to kill me. My guards told me 
to run, so | did. I’m sort of known for running from things. Anyway, 
Seabert’s men made quick work of the guards and then chased after 
me.” | gathered my breath and slumped against the wall. “There you 

go. That’s what happened.” 

“Who killed your parents then? Why are they trying to kill you? 
Who are you?” 

| finished the soup and drank the rest of the water, then | laid 
myself on the mattress. “My name is Theophilus, and that’s all I’m 
telling you. It’s all you need to know. Thank you for everything 
you’ve done to help me, but | really should be getting back to 
Feruneth. Besides, I’m obviously a burden.” 

Amadeus took my dishes and sighed. “You’re hurt. You should 
stay here at least a week. If your wounds don’t start healing by then, 
| can take you to someone who will know what to do.” 

| scowled at him. “If | stay a week, then people will think I’m 
dead and they’ll replace me.” 

He shrugged. “Send word that you’re alive.” 

“| can’t do that.” 

“Why not?” 

“Whoever hired Seabert could get their hands on the note, and 
it’ll lead them here and if the letter somehow makes it back to 
Feruneth, it would be a lie by then. I’d be dead and everyone in 
Feruneth would be worse off.” Actually, | didn’t believe that. | had 
done a terrible job doing my duty and whomever they replaced me 
with would likely do a far superior job, but | told myself that so | 
wouldn’t feel like a total loser. 

“How could one nobleman’s death effect the entire country?” 

“| have an important standing tn the castle. Believe me, my 
death would throw the country into civil war.” | rubbed my eyes. 
“Whomever was on my side would lose because most of the people 
hate me.” 


Amadeus sat down again, probably taking advantage of my 
willingness to spew the truth. “I noticed something else about you 
when | was saving your life.” He reached under the bed and lifted my 
sword, examining it closely. “I’ve seen blades like this before in the 
hands of royalty and knights. | don’t think you’re either of those.” He 
set the tip of the blade on my neck and held it there. “| think you’re a 
thief. You stole this sword and your fancy clothes, and the king sent 
his men after you to be sentenced to death.” 

| spoke carefully and found it difficult not to tell him exactly 
who | was, but | realized he’d probably heard everything about me 
and decided he would kill me quicker. It was much safer to give hima 
convincing lie that held a touch of truth because those were the best 
lies. “I swear to you I’m not a thief. Everything | told you was true. | 
am a nobleman, and | work with the king. We’re practically brothers, 
he and I. | was given those things as gifts for my loyalty.” 

Amadeus didn’t look convinced. “Any good thief knows how to 
tell a good lie. What’s the current king’s name?” 

| turned myself at an angle to avoid the sword, cringing at the 
sharp pain | felt spread through my body. “Of Feruneth?” He nodded. 
“The—” | caught myself when he pushed the sword harder. 

“The what?” 

“Orpheus. King Orpheus is the current king of Feruneth.” 

“That was too easy. What is the name of his son?” 

“That’s easy. We share the same name. It’s one of the reasons 
he trusts me so much. Prince Theophilus.” 

“Fine. Who ts Prince Theophilus’s uncle?” 

| sighed. “Collin. He’s the head councilman.” 

Amadeus let down his guard ever so slightly. “One more. What is 
the king’s daughter’s name?” 

| briefly shut my eyes at her mention, recalling horrible things. 
She had only been five when they came. | turned away from the 
archer so he couldn’t read my expression. “Her name is Lici,” | 
whispered. 

| felt him draw a trickle of blood from my throat when he 
pressed my sword lightly into my skin. “That tsn’t her name.” 

| gritted my teeth and shoved both him and the weapon away, 
ignoring the crunch of my ribs from such a sudden movement. “It’s 
what | called her, and it’s what all her friends called her. Liesel is her 
name, and she was like a little sister to me. | know the entire royal 
family better than anyone ever could, so don’t you dare question 
me!” | rose to my feet and ripped the sword from his grasp, pressing 


it to his heart. “In Feruneth, you would be whipped for saying 
something like that to me. Count yourself lucky | don’t have the 
strength to do it myself.” 

| dropped the blade and glared at him. He had the audacity to 
look worried. Not worried that | had threatened his life, worried for 
my life. “You barely have the strength to stay on your feet,” he said. 

He reached out to steady me, but | shrugged his hand away and 
limped toward the door. “I don’t need your help, Amadeus. I’m going 
home where there are people | can trust.” 

| heard him follow me outside. “You won’t make it to Feruneth 
like that. You’re going to drastically slow the healing, and you might 
even kill yourself. You don’t have to trust me, that’s fine, but let me 
help you.” 

| continued limping toward the forest, a hand pressed against 
my side. “Why do you want to help me?” 

| heard his heavy sigh behind me. “Perhaps I’ll tell you later if 
you stay. Don’t be stupid, Theophilus.” 

“It’s something | excel at back home,” | said, placing my free 
hand on a tree to steady myself. 

“Are you all right?” 

| leaned on the tree and slid down it, pulling my knees close and 
trying not to be sick. | rested my head against the trunk and closed 
my eyes. | felt Amadeus touch my arm to get my attention and | 
looked at him. 

“Let me help you?” 

| rolled my eyes and exhaled resignedly. “On one condition.” 

“What?” 

“Don’t ask me any more dumb questions,” | breathed. 

He nodded and helped me to my feet, but he was far too tall to 
hold me up by wrapping my arm over his shoulders. Instead he put 
one arm around my shoulders while one hand gripped my arm above 
the elbow. He supported most of my weight, but | was still limping as 
we walked back toward his little hut. | was ready to fall on the bed 
and let myself pass out, but Amadeus didn’t seem to like that idea. 
He lifted me off the ground and set me gently on the bed, which was 
safer and less painful than what | had planned to do. 

| disregarded his clear concern for my condition and pulled the 
blanket over my head to end any further conversation, falling quickly 
to sleep. Or perhaps | passed out, I’m uncertain. I’m also not certain 
how long | slept. Even with the visions flashing behind my eyelids, | 
stayed asleep better than | had for several days. | only woke a few 


times when | shifted in my sleep and my ribs moved painfully inside 
me. | supposed | would have to learn to lie on my back and stay 
there. Oh well. 

When | woke up, Amadeus was coming in with my clean shirt 
and more soup. He set the bowl down on the table beside the bed and 
left the room again. | grabbed the bowl and was finishing the soup by 
the time he returned with a small wooden bowl of herbal ointment. | 
sat up before he could ask and let him peel the bandage away. When 
he finished with the old bandage, he applied his ointment to the fresh 
One and set to work wrapping it around me. | sucked in a breath 
when he pulled it around my chest, wincing as it grew tight. He 
wrapped it until it was under my armpits and tucked the end into 
one of the more secure wraps, pulling the entire thing tighter than | 
felt was necessary. 

“Ow,” | groaned when he finished, feeling stiff and like | 
shouldn’t move. 

Amadeus tossed my shirt to me as he gathered the empty 
bowls. “| paid a friend of mine to clean that for you and sew any 
holes.” 

| grabbed it off the edge of the mattress and held it. “Listen, 
about yesterday...” 

He lifted an eyebrow at me from the door. “Yesterday?” 
Understanding flashed in his eyes. “Oh. Theophilus, that was three 
days ago. I'll bring you some more soup and water—and I'll forgive 
you if you forgive me.” 

“Okay.” | stared at the soft purple material in my hands. “Thank 
you, Amadeus. I’d be a dead man without you. Not many people | 
know would do something like that for me.” 

He nodded as he walked out the door. “No problem.” 

| unfolded the tunic when he left and raised my arms to pull it 
over my head, but | could do no more than that. | gasped and lowered 
my arms slowly to prevent any more sudden movements. | scooted to 
the edge of my bed and held my head in my hands, wondering how 
things had devolved so quickly. At home, | had been fine, living my 
life with friends and family, and then my family had died, and the 
assassins had tried to kill me. | thought they probably wanted me out 
of the way so that the man who hired Seabert could take my place. 
That made the most sense to me and that had happened before. 
Besides, | didn’t want to think about any other possibilities. 

When Amadeus came back, | was in the same position with my 
tunic carelessly lying on the floor. Amadeus picked it up and offered 


it to me again, but | ignored him. 

“It doesn’t get warm here in Tinnober, Theophilus. You’ll want 
your tunic, trust me.” 

| shook my head. “| can’t put it on.” My voice was muffled 
through my fingers. 

“Well, do you want help?” 

“What with?” 

| heard him sigh as he sat on the bed beside me. “What do you 
want help with?” 

“1 don’t know. Just... The tunic,” | muttered. 

| straightened and let him do all the work in dressing me. 
Perhaps it was awkward to let a stranger dress me, but | had grown 
up with servants and people doing the job for me. | was used to it 
and right then it was necessary and helpful. | couldn’t lift my arms 
to pull the shirt over my head, so | was glad that Amadeus was 
willing to because | was beginning to feel chills run up and down my 
spine. Evidently, the injuries were worse than either of us had 
thought if | felt the beginning of a fever. 

When he finished, | sighed and pushed my fingers through my 
hair. Amadeus left without saying anything else. | lay down on the 
bed and closed my eyes, pulling the blankets over myself and trying 
to be comfortable. Too bad comfort wouldn’t come. | pushed myself 
up and climbed off the mattress, not really knowing what | intended 
to do since walking hurt, but | figured sitting around all day wouldn’t 
do me any good either. | went to stare out the window. 

Tinnober was much chillier and more forested than my home. 
Feruneth was open and pastured with small hills and lots of 
farmland. Due to all the farming and market areas in my city, 
Feruneth was wealthier than most other countries. Also because of 
that, my family was extremely well-off. Tinnober was poor and most 
of the men who lived there hunted to provide for their families. | 
never had that problem. Mother and Father had spent loads of their 
gold on my future, something | had once been fond of. Perhaps they’d 
spoiled me as a child, but none of that mattered to me anymore. 
With their deaths, | had inherited many things that | did not want. | 
hadn’t ever wanted them, despite being born into it. There were few 
people who supported me, and even they grew weary of me daily. 
Maybe staying away from Feruneth would be better for everyone, 
including myself. | had never been happy there and | doubted going 
back would change anything. | was fairly positive that some people 
had celebrated my disappearance after a couple days. 


| was leaning against the wall and staring out the window 
when Amadeus came back in with another bowl of soup. | wondered 
if he spent all his free time making the soup because no matter how 
much | ate, he always seemed to have ample. That aside, | gratefully 
took the steaming bowl and sipped the hot liquid. 

“How are you holding up?” he asked, leaning against the wall 
beside the window with crossed arms. 

| shrugged. “I’m fine. | think I’ll go back tonight. To Feruneth, | 
mean. They’ll be needing me at some point.” He gave mea 
questioning glance. It seemed to be his natural expression. “Don’t 
look at me like that. It’s true. The country can hardly function 
without me.” 

“There is a king, you know.” 

| sipped the soup and spoke softly. “l am aware of that.” 

“Okay, so | think they’d be fine without a grouchy nobleman.” | 
scowled. “How is it that a young boy such as yourself became a 
nobleman, anyway?” 

“| inherited the title after my parents were killed, and I’m not 
that young.” 

He smirked and swept a hand through his graying hair. “About 
the age my son was when he... Never mind. You’re young for a 
nobleman, that’s all I’m saying.” 

| glared at him. “Don’t say it.” 

He held up his hands in surrender. “My apologies. You could at 
least pretend to be a little more hospitable.” 

| dropped the empty bowl in his hand and gave him a brief, 
forced smile. “Thank you for having me. I’m leaving. Good day.” 

| turned on my heel and left the room, keeping a hand on my 
side and resisting the urge to limp and make it easier on myself. | 
ignored Amadeus’s resigned sigh and walked out the door of his small 
cabin. He didn’t bother to follow me this time, though | really wish 
he had. Things could have gone so differently for me and maybe, just 
maybe, | could have avoided the truth a little longer. | guess | 
shouldn’t have acted secretive and indifferent to everything. | could 
have given him a little trust, at the very least. 


CHAPTER TWO 


Seabert leapt on top of me the moment | stepped outside, both 
of us tumbling to the ground and rolling to a stop by a tree. | shoved 
his body off me and forced myself to my feet, regretting that | had 
forgotten my sword. | reached inside my boot before Seabert climbed 
to his feet and raised a dagger. It was nothing compared with his 
sword, but it was all | had, and it would have to be enough. 

He smirked. “Save yourself the humility and surrender, Theo. We 
both know how this will end.” 

| arched a brow. “Oh?” 

“You won’t win with that. I’m trying to save you from further 
injury.” He gestured toward me. “You can barely hold yourself up.” 

He was right, and that infuriated me. | threw the dagger at his 
head, but | was weak. The throw was pathetic and landed two feet in 
front of me. | swore under my breath and held my hands out to him, 
wrist to wrist. “That’s what I’ve been told,” | said. 

Seabert sent his fist into my gut for good measure before 
pulling my arms behind me and producing a pair of shackles from 
beneath his dark cloak. | didn’t fight him because | was fairly sure 
he’d broken my ribs more than they already were, making standing 
erect difficult and excruciating. | didn’t enjoy being in avoidable 
agony, so | kept myself folded in the only position that didn’t hurt. 
Well, | kept myself in that position until Bert thought it essential to 
shove me against a tree when he finished with my wrists. He pressed 
One arm into my throat while the other stayed on my chest to keep 
me pinned there. 

“Fortunately for you, my orders have changed. I’m not to kill 
you until my king has spoken with you,” Seabert said. 

| suppose | hadn’t wondered why he shackled me if he was going 
to kill me. Whatever. | pulled in a deep enough breath to whisper. 
“I’ve nothing to say to Osric.” 

He moved his arm away long enough to slap me. “King Osric to 
you, Theo, and | didn’t say you had to talk. He wants you to listen 
and sign an agreement.” 

“If | have to call him king, then you should call me king.” 
Seabert glared at me, obviously missing the sarcasm in my tone. 
“Anyway, he’s out of luck because he isn’t getting me to sign 
anything, and he isn’t getting Feruneth.” 

“It’s either that or a war you aren’t ready to fight.” 

“lf Weyannor brings war to Feruneth, you will lose. Even 


without me there, you will lose.” 

“Perhaps so, but at least your people will see you lead their 
enemies in battle.” 

“What?” | gasped. 

He grinned at my disbelief. “I’ve said enough. Let’s get going.” 

The moment Seabert moved his hands away from me, | bolted 
toward the cabin. In hindsight, “bolted” may have been an 
exaggeration. “Amadeus!” | yelled as | staggeringly jogged. Much 
better. “I’m not going anywhere, Amadeus! | need—” 

Bert cut off the rest of my sentence when he threw himself on 
top of me again. My breath whooshed from my lungs as we fell, and | 
cringed with the pain that flared inside my body. We sprawled a way 
from Amadeus’s cabin with me on my stomach and Bert draped 
heavily over my back. | struggled to breathe even when he moved off 
me and | was able to roll over. It seemed to me that any hope of my 
ribs healing was farfetched at this point. If they had gotten any 
better, they were now a thousand times more splintered than when 
Amadeus had saved my life. How | regretted being thankless and 
careless to the bowman. 

Seabert crouched beside me and yanked me to my feet by the 
shoulders of my tunic, setting me on the ground. | hunched over and 
wrapped my arms around myself as though that might hold me 
together. It didn’t work. 

“Enough, Theophilus! You’re being a fool.” 

“| don’t care what I’m being,” | breathed. 

“You should. The people of Feruneth hate you and wished your 
father was still there to take your place. They think you’re a fool and 
too young.” 

| coughed, and a few droplets of blood landed on his arms and 
hands that still held me by the shoulders, likely the only thing 
keeping me on my feet. “Then perhaps Ill trip and fall off the nearest 
cliff before returning.” 

Bert yanked his arms away from me and examined the red that 
stained his precious outfit. “What’s wrong with you?” 

| stumbled backward until my wobbly balance returned fora 
moment. “You ought to know. It was your men who beat me.” 

He took my arm and pulled me toward the forest with him. “No 
matter. We’ve wasted more than enough time.” 

| noticed, as we walked, his limp from the arrow that had 
pierced his leg. | was walking slowly and unsteadily, and | had no 
intention of going to see King Osric with him. Osric was a brat, and 


he was childish. | would be happy if | never heard his name again. 
When we made it to the forest’s edge, | dropped to my Rnees and 
leaned my weight against Seabert’s weaker leg. He didn’t fall, but he 
stumbled and let go of me. 

| moaned theatrically. “I can’t walk to Weyannor. It’ll kill me. | 
can hardly walk as it is.” 

He nudged me from his leg and pulled his sword from its 
scabbard. “Fine. I’ll carry you.” 

| forced myself up and leaned heavily against a tree’s trunk. 
“That won’t be necessary.” 

He closed the distance between us. “I think it will.” 

Seabert slammed the pommel of his sword on my head, and | 
crumpled to the forest floor. 


CHAPTER THREE 


I groaned and squinted my eyes against the harsh sun. At least 
the sun meant | hadn’t been unconscious for long. There was stilla 
chance | might make it back to Amadadeus’s. | rubbed my eyes and 
waited until my vision cleared before | lifted my head and looked 
around. We were still in the forest, and it appeared that Bert had 
stopped for a break. With his injured arm and leg, carrying me had 
likely taken a toll on him. | was tied to a tree a few feet from where 
the soldier sat on a rock, sharpening my dagger with a flat rock. 

| tried to sit up straighter, but all that did was make me gasp. 
My arms, still shackled at the wrists, were pulled to the back of the 
tree’s trunk. The coarse rope around my torso held me to the tree and 
crushed my ribs. If Seabert wanted me alive, then he was certainly 
doing a poor job of keeping me that way. 

| turned toward him, ignoring my headache, and scowled. “If you 
want me alive and walking on my own two feet, then | suggest you 
untie me.” | jangled the shackles. “I can’t go anywhere with these 
around the tree.” A lie, but | doubt he knew that. 

He didn’t look up at me. “I’ve heard that you escaped the king’s 
prison after being shackled from your shoulders down and barely able 
to move. I’ve also been told you can run from anything you desire to 
run from. Your reputation speaks for itself. I’m not letting you go.” 

Okay, maybe he did know. “That prison thing was a test. The 
king didn’t believe | could escape, and he was angry with me, so | 
proved him wrong.” 

“And paid a price for it, I’m sure.” 

| grimaced at the memory. “That’s beside the point.” | leaned my 
head against the tree. “I can’t run anyway. Not since your men hurt 
me.” 

Seabert paused in his work to look at me. “You wouldn’t be hurt 
if you hadn’t run in the first place.” 

“Well, | did as | was told.” 

“You don’t have to follow orders, Theo! You’re meant to give 
orders, not obey them!” He pointed the knife at me. “That’s my 
problem with you. You act like you aren’t tn charge and you act 
childish. Feruneth ts tn a state of chaos and disorder because you 
suck at your job. You don’t deserve—” 

“| didn’t ask for any of this!” | yelled at him. “You think | 
wanted what my father had? You think | wanted everyone to look to 
me for answers to their problems? That | wanted to be the center of 


everyone’s utmost attention?” 

He shook his head. “No, | don’t. | think you run from everything 
because that is the one thing you’ll never be able to outrun. You 
can’t run away from life, Theo.” 

| turned away from him. “That’s ridiculous and it isn’t true.” 

“Okay.” 

| didn’t miss the skepticism in his tone as he went back to 
sharpening my dagger, but | chose to focus on other, more pressing 
things. Namely the shackles on my wrists. They had to go, and | had 
every intention of removing them. | had done similar things before, 
and | could do this if it meant | would be free from Seabert because | 
was sick of listening to him. He was closer to the truth than he 
knew and that scared me. | didn’t want anyone to Rnow the truth 
and the fact that my enemy was the only one who did know was a 
terrifying thought. Seabert always seemed to know more about me 
than most, which was one of the reasons | wanted him on my side. 
He really would make a great man-at-arms. 

| wriggled my fingers until one of my hands reached the sleeve 
of my tunic. I’d been held prisoner a couple of times now, and the few 
people in Feruneth who cared about me had given me a gift. | kept 
the little silver pick with me in the arm of my sleeve, pushed through 
the fabric slightly so it wouldn’t fall out. While | felt for it, | recalled 
Amadeus saying that one of his friends had cleaned the tunic and had 
a brief moment of panic before | felt the metal tool. | breathed a sigh 
and went to work freeing my wrists of the shackles. 

My head was beginning to pound at that point, but | disregarded 
that and spoke again to Seabert. “What does your king want from 
me, Bert?” 

The soldier shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. If | were to 
guess though, | would say your title and country. Also, he wants you 
dead.” 

“Yeah, | kind of figured that out when he had my entire family 
murdered.” 

Seabert looked down at me and arched an eyebrow. “You don’t 
know?” 

| narrowed my eyes. “What don’t | know?” 

“| can’t believe you really thought. . .” He chuckled. “You 
thought they were dead all this time?” 

“How couldn’t they be? | saw your men kill all of them. | saw 
the swords and the arrows. They can’t possibly still be alive.” 

“Theo, you saw your mother and father die, that’s true. Liesel is 


still alive.” 

| nearly dropped the metal pin when my body froze. Lict, still 
alive? That couldn’t be. | had seen my parents fall, and she had been 
right there with them. She couldn’t be alive because that would 
mean that | had failed her. That would mean | had run away from her 
and left her alone to be captured, and | would not accept that. Lici 
had to be dead, like Mother and Father were dead, because it made 
sense and it meant | had not run from her. 

“You’re lying,” | muttered, hearing the familiar click when my 
shackles unlocked. “She has to be dead.” 

“Well, she isn’t. You might even get to see her when we get to 
Weyannor. My king is rather fond of her.” 

| cursed at him. “She’s a child!” 

“| only mean he keeps her by his side. She’s happy there, you 
know. King Osric has been nothing short of a father to her.” 

“lf he lays a hand on her, | swear | will kill him the moment we 
reach Weyannor.” 

When he said nothing to that, | pulled my hands from the 
shackles and untied the ropes that restrained me. Before Seabert had 
any time to react, | tore my dagger from his hands and pressed it 
against his throat. 

“I’ve heard enough, Bert. If you want to live, then go back to 
Weyannor and tell Osric that I’m dead. Swear it on your own 
miserable life, or | will kill you where you sit,” | hissed. 

For the first time since | had met the man, | recognized fear in 
his eyes. “| swear it. I’ll go, | swear.” 

| pressed the knife deep enough to draw a trickle of blood. “You 
must also bring Lici to me alive and unhurt, or | will hunt you down 
and there will be no hesitation that time. Do you understand me?” 

He gritted his teeth. “| can’t do that, Theo. You Rnow | can’t. 
The king will have my head.” 

“So long as Lici is safe, | couldn’t care less.” 

“You don’t mean that.” 

“Yes, Seabert, | do mean that. | mean every word | said. Give me 
your horse before you leave for Weyannor and when Lict is with me, | 
will consider your debt to me paid in full.” | gripped his shoulder to 
steady myself. “Go and get your horse, Bert.” 

He rose to his feet slowly. “All right, but when | return with her, 
| will take you to my king. You won’t run away that easily, 
Theophilus. | will come back for you.” 

| stepped away from him. “Move your hand off your sword and 


bring me my horse.” 

He glared at me, but he did turn on his heel and leave to get my 
horse. | shut my eyes and took his seat on the rock, dropping the 
small knife and holding my aching head in my hands. Yes, Seabert 
could have easily taken me to Weyannor as his captive tn that 
moment, but he was an honorable man, despite what he believed 
about himself. He would never wound a man while his back was 
turned, and he would never fight unless he was sure either side could 
win. That was the reason | wasn’t afraid he would kill me. | knew he 
would feel honor bound to pay the debt, which gave me more than 
enough time to return to Amadeus’s cabin and beg his forgiveness. 

Ever since the man had saved my life, | had repaid him with 
indifference and thanklessness. He had fed me and tried to help me, 
and all | did in return was act like a total jerk. | cursed at my 
selfishness and breathed a sigh. Perhaps if | had been kind to the 
man, he would have come to save me again. Amadeus had been a 
friend to me, something | didn’t have many of, even without knowing 
who | was and what | had done. He had given me trust because he 
was kind, and | had given him suspicion and dishonesty. | didn’t really 
think | had technically lied, but | had certainly misled him as to my 
identity. | had let him believe what he wanted to believe, even 
though | knew it was wrong, and that was basically the same as 
lying. | wasn’t a very honorable person, | supposed. 

When | heard steps behind me, | gripped my dagger again and 
rose to my feet, cringing and bringing a hand to my side. “Who’s 
there?” 

“Relax, it’s me and the horse.” 

Seabert stopped at the rock and offered the reins to me. | shook 
my head. “I need help getting on.” 

He raised an eyebrow. “Really?” 

| frowned. Just help me up and get out of here.” 

Seabert shrugged and lifted me onto the white horse’s saddle 
more gently than | would have thought he was capable of. | slid my 
knife back into my boot and nodded down at him. “| hope for your 
sake that when | next see you, you aren’t alone.” 

| prodded the horse forward and she galloped at a quick pace 
through the woods, leaving Seabert behind. | wrapped my arms 
around the animal’s neck and laid my head against her, rubbing my 
bloodied wrists. | wouldn’t have minded the bouncing as much if it 
hadn’t rattled my insides each time. | must have passed out during 
the ride because when | looked up, | saw the cabin in front of a 


setting sun. | gently pulled the reins to stop the horse and carefully 

climbed off her back. | patted her and tied the reins around a skinny 
tree so she wouldn’t go anywhere, then | staggered to the door and 

knocked lightly, praying the archer was home. 

A moment later, he pulled open the door and his eyes landed on 
the horse, not on me. | had slid down the wall to the grass and was 
barely able to stay coherent. When the bowman tore his gaze from 
the animal, he noticed me and knelt before me with that familiar 
concern in his eyes. 

| winced as | straightened myself. “Amadeus, forgive me. | was a 
fool.” | coughed lightly and tasted blood. “If you’ll have me, | would be 
indebted to your hospitality.” | closed my eyes and forced a smile to 
my lips. “In other words, please help me.” 

Amadeus scooped me into his arms as though | weighed little 
more than a feather. “| help anyone who asks, Theophilus, if it is in 
my power to do so.” 

“Thank you,” | breathed. 

He brought me inside and laid me on my back in the bed, pulling 
my tunic over my head and unwrapping the bandages. | was grateful 
he didn’t press on anything because | was certain | would be sick if 
he did. He offered me a glass of water which | drank, then he sat on 
the bed and pressed his cold, calloused hands on my ribs. | sucked ina 
sharp breath and winced as he got higher. When he felt for broken 
bones near my chest, | couldn’t help but lean over the bed and throw 
up. | coughed and when | wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, 
| noticed a smear of red on my pale skin. Amadeus cleaned the mess 
and pushed me back against the mattress by my shoulders, sighing 
deeply. 

“There’s nothing | can do to help you, Theophilus. You need to 
see my friend, Wynona. She’ll know what do to.” 

“How far is Tinnober?” | mumbled. 

“Not very. I’m at the edge of town. We can be there by morning 
if we take that horse of yours.” 

“That horse isn’t mine.” 

He furrowed his brows. “Then whom does it belong to?” 

| winced. “I sort of stole it.” 

“You are a thief then? You lied to me all this time and—” 

“It belongs to the man who tried to kill me. He caught me and 
was taking me to Weyannor when | stole it... The second time. He 
stole it from my ca—” | coughed. “My parents’ farmland. | was only 
setting things back in order.” 


Amadeus seemed to notice my chafed wrists for the first time 
as he helped me with my tunic. “Ah, | see. Why didn’t you go back to 
Feruneth?” 

“| have nothing waiting for me there. There’s something else | 
need to do when I’m able.” 

“What’s that?” 

“It doesn’t concern you.” | closed my eyes to rest them. “Are we 
going to see Wynona or not?” 

“Of course. Come on.” 

Amadeus lifted me and took me outside where the horse still 
waited patiently. When the archer got near to her, she breyed and 
grew anxious. She scuffed the ground with her hooves and acted wild 
whenever he got too close. | slipped from the man’s arms and limped 
to the horse, brushing her black hair from her eyes and using her to 
keep myself upright. 

“Hush, Diamond. Amadeus is a friend. | need you to take us to 
Tinnober. Think you can do that for me?” | whispered. 

She calmed down and | took that as a yes, so | waved Amadeus 
over. Diamond let him climb on her back and they both waited for me 
to get up. | glanced up at the archer expectantly, but he did nothing 
to aid me. 

“Do you really think | can get up there myself?” 

Amadeus shrugged. “Every nobleman I’ve met can mount a 
horse himself, even when he’s injured. It’s something they’re taught 
as children.” 

| scowled. “Okay, I’m not a nobleman. Is that what you wanted 
to hear? Are you happy now?” 

“That doesn’t make me happy. How can | trust you?” 

| slumped against the warm body of my horse. “I don’t know. 
You probably can’t trust me, Amadeus. Few people do. Forgive me for 
bothering you again. I’ll take my horse and go to Weyannor myself.” 

“Weyannor? Why would you go there?” 

Oops. “| meant Wynona. I’ll find her myself.” 

“Look, it’s clear that you need help, and I’m willing to provide 
that for you if you answer one question with nothing but the truth.” 

| sighed and leaned all my weight on Diamond, trying hard not 
to faint. “Okay. What is it?” 

“Why are you determined to go to Weyannor, even though it 
could mean your death? You would never make it there in your 
condition, Theophilus.” 

“1...” | blew out a breath. “There’s someone there that needs 


my help. | need to save her because Seabert isn’t going to come back 
with her. He’ll come back, but | doubt he’ll have her at his side.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me this before?” 

“| didn’t know before. Seabert told me she’s alive and she’s with 
King Osric. | sent Bert away with a threat to bring her back to me 
unhurt or | would kill him, but I’m sure he’ll show up with someone 
I’ve never seen before or no one at all. Either way, Amadeus, | need to 
bring her home.” 

“How are you going to do that?” 

“| don’t Rnow yet.” 

He sighed and pulled me onto the horse in front of him where he 
could make sure | didn’t fall off. | prodded Diamond and she took us 
toward Tinnober. | meant to fall asleep on the ride there, but 
Amadeus had more questions. 

“Who is this girl?” he asked. 

“It doesn’t matter right now,” | whispered. 

“| think it does matter. Whomever she is, she’s clearly 
important to you, and | don’t think there are many people whom you 
would consider important.” 

“She’s someone dear to me. | thought she was dead until today.” 

“Is she of any relation to you?” 

| sighed tiredly and slumped myself against the horse and 
Amadeus. “She’s ... It’s my little sister.” 

“And you left her in Feruneth when your parents were killed?” 

| lifted my head long to glare at him. “! didn’t leave her. | 
thought she was killed too. Anyone would have made the same 
mistake.” 

“How could you think she was dead? Didn’t you see when your 
parents died? Wouldn’t you be able to see her as well?” 

“| was ordered to run, and that’s what | did! No one told me she 
was alive, and she’d been with Mother and Father when they were 
killed! It was natural to assume that she had been killed too!” | 
turned away from him and laid my head on Diamond’s neck. “You 
don’t understand. It was either run or let myself be overrun and 
murdered with the rest of them. | couldn’t let that happen because 
Feruneth would have dissolved into chaos and civil war. Even if some 
people think I’m dead, it is customary to send out a search party for 
royals and nobles and other important people. Someone will find me 
eventually.” 

Amadeus put a calming hand on my back. “| do understand, 
Theophilus. | once had a son very like you. He was killed by the illness 


shortly before | saw you in the woods. You reminded me of him, and | 
couldn’t let you die when it was in my power to prevent it. That is 
why | wanted to help you. Perhaps | couldn’t save my son, but | will 
save as many others as | am able.” 

| said nothing more as Diamond trotted through the woods, and 
it took mea long time to fall asleep. Dreams of the past woke me 
too frequently, and no position was comfortable. | winced with every 
bounce and couldn’t stop myself from thinking and worrying about 
Liesel. Seabert had assured me she was safe, but what if she was in 
terrible danger? Wouldn’t they use her against me if | waltzed in? 
Was it safer for her to think | was dead and live with a man who 
would protect her? | wondered if | would be putting her tn danger by 
going to Weyannor. 

| eventually drifted off as the sun sank behind the trees and it 
grew dark. | had the usual nightmares, but | could deal with those. | 
was glad | didn’t have any dreams about Lici or Seabert or... Other 
things that haunted my mind which | had no desire to think about. | 
did have one strange dream where my hands were stained red, and 
someone called my name. |! woke shortly after that and nearly fell off 
Diamond’s back. | probably would have toppled off if Amadeus hadn’t 
been there to catch me from behind. | noted that he was careful to 
grab my arm instead of putting one arm around my waist, which 
would have hurt. At this point a little of everything on and in me 
ached. 

“Steady, Theophilus. It would do no good if you fell off and died 
now,” Amadeus said. 

| had to lean against him to prevent anymore injuries. “Thanks,” 
| muttered. “I just ...!l had a dream.” 

“Do you want to talk about it?” 

Listening to his voice and then remembering the voice in my 
dream, | was certain he had been the one to call my name. | shook 
my head. “No, | do not.” 

“Fine. What do you want to talk about?” 

| shrugged as best | could. “| don’t know.” 

Amadeus blew out a frustrated breath. “Okay then. Where do 
you live tn Feruneth? I’ve been down there a couple times, maybe | 
know the place.” 

Oh, | was positive he knew the place. Someone who’d never 
been there before would know the place where | lived. “I’d rather not 
talk about my life.” 

“Who were your parents then? If not nobles, then who were 


they that you inherited their distinguished title and wealth?” 

That was something else | couldn’t tell him without giving 
away everything about me. | would have to lie to answer him, and | 
didn’t think he would appreciate that. As a compromise, | gave the 
name of my mother, which many people did not know because rarely 
was she called anything other than Katya Dresden. She was awesome 
that way. It was one of the reasons my sister was called Licit more 
often than Liesel. My mother loved short names. “My mother’s name 
was Ekaterina.” 

“Hmm. Last name?” 

“Unimportant.” 

“Ekaterina Unimportant, huh. Doesn’t ring any bells.” 

“Don’t be an idiot, Amadeus. You know very well what | meant.” 

“Nonetheless, the name isn’t familiar. What about your father? 
Or your sister even?” 

| readjusted myself on Diamond and winced. “We should stop 
talking about my family. What about your parents? Are they still 
alive?” 

Amadeus shook his head. “They passed away a few years ago 
from the sickness. Same as my son, Caius. | think the two of you 
would have either been great allies or worst enemies.” 

| was focused on the first part of what he’d said, though | didn’t 
miss the way he slipped his son’s name into the explanation. He was 
mistaken if he thought it would oblige me to give anything away. 
“How long has this sickness plagued Tinnober?” 

“Hard to say. A decade?” 

“Why didn’t | know about this?” | breathed. 

“Why would you? Your home is Feruneth, miles from Tinnober. 
There’s no way you would have known.” 

“| could have done something to help. Feruneth has too much 
gold for its own good. | Rnow | could help the people here.” 

“How? You’re one boy, Theophilus.” 

“Yes, but | have influence and my title. They would have let me 
do what | wanted sooner or later.” 

“Whomever you are, you must be living like a king.” 

| snorted. “If only that were true.” 

Amadeus chuckled. “I’ve heard that wealth isn’t all that 
amazing.” 

“| have no problem with the wealth. It’s everything else that 
bothers me.” | turned my head to scowl at him. “The stupidly endless 
questions, for instance.” 


His smile faded. “| apologize for that, but you seem so... Upset 
all the time about everything. | don’t mean to sound impertinent; | 
only ask because | am a little bothered that I’m helping someone 
whom | know nothing about except his name. The people who come 
to me are typically more ... Conversational and kinder than you 
appear to be capable of.” 

| scooted forward in the saddle and breathed a sigh, the ache in 
my ribs sharpening slightly with the movement. “Forgive me, 
Amadeus, but | was always made to keep secrets from others about 
my upbringing, which is why no one Rnows that the king is—” | 
caught myself before giving everything away. “Never mind.” 

Amadeus said nothing to me after that, and | was grateful he 
kept to himself. | had already said too much to him. Honestly, he 
could have probably connected the dots and figured out who | was, 
but he didn’t. He stopped questioning everything | said, and | relaxed 
against the horse with closed eyes, a sudden shiver running down my 
spine. | lightly coughed and winced, wishing | had my cloak from 
home to pull around myself for warmth. | did eventually find rest 
shortly after our conversation ended, despite having to adjust myself 
often. It was by no means comfortable, but | wasn’t terribly tired 
when | woke, which was nice. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


I saw the edge of town as | forced myself to sit up and rubbed 
the sleep from my eyes. Tinnober was definitely worse off than I’d 
initially thought. Sure, the buildings looked sturdy and somewhat 
attractive, and there were bushes and moss and forest everywhere, 
but the people weren’t happy. Even from the distance we were at, | 
saw a few of the villagers mulling around aimlessly, frowning and 
looking completely hopeless. It was no wonder Amadeus had decided 
to live away from Tinnober. Whatever the sickness was, it had donea 
fantastic job of ruining everything in its path. 

As we rode into town, | slowed Diamond to a walk. Many of the 
people glanced in our direction, though none of them said a word. It 
was awfully quiet and lifeless in the streets. | prodded my horse 
forward to the large wooden building Amadeus pointed out. Not 
many people wandered near it, and | saw some of them walk to the 
other side of town to avoid the place entirely. | supposed they didn’t 
want to catch the sickness. Not that | wanted to either, but if | 
didn’t get help with my injuries then | would die anyway. Besides, | 
was almost positive the only way to get Tinnober’s illness was to 
have direct contact with someone who was afflicted, and | didn’t 
plan on touching anyone. 

| stopped Diamond in the alley between the larger building and 
the one to the right, and Amadeus got down to tie her reins around a 
pipe he noticed. | patted her neck before turning in the saddle and 
dangling my legs over the edge. | meant to wait until Amadeus had 
finished tying the knot, but Diamond abruptly shuffled, and | lost my 
balance. | slipped from her back and fell directly onto the flagstones, 
unable to suck in enough breath to gasp. 

The archer must have heard my fall because he glanced over 
from his work and crouched beside me, taking my arm to lean me 
against the wall. | still couldn’t manage to catch my breath and 
when | coughed, there was blood, and | nearly threw up again. 
Amadeus’s brow was scrunched in alarm as | struggled to breathe 
properly. 

“Breathe, Theophilus. Relax and take a deep breath,” he said ina 
calmly urgent voice. “There’s no need to die before Wynona can help 
you.” 

| hung my head between my knees and felt the bowman’s hand 
on my back. My breath still came raggedly, but after several deep 
breaths, | was able to breathe more evenly. | stayed that way fora 


time, trying unsuccessfully to steady my breathing and rapidly 
beating heart to something that resembled normalcy. As | mentioned, 
that was unsuccessful. | closed my eyes and kept my head between 
my knees, not really making any effort to prevent myself from 
passing out, as | was certain it was unavoidable. 

“Are you all right?” 

| snorted and was quickly sorry | had. It took a moment before | 
had caught my breath again to speak. “What do you think?” 

“Well, can you stand then?” Amadeus asked. 

| shrugged pathetically. “| doubt it, but I’ll try.” 

| used his shoulders to stand, but ! did nothing more than that. | 
didn’t take a step, and | did not straighten all the way because if | 
did, | was certain my bones would puncture my skin. Il’d been trying 
to avoid that this entire time, as well as preventing a ruptured lung, 
but now it felt seconds away from both scenarios. | couldn’t sit down 
again because | knew how badly that would hurt. 

When | stayed there a minute longer, Amadeus tilted his head 
up at me and arched his brow. “Are you going to let go?” 

| shook my head. “I can’t.” 

Perhaps it was the catch in my voice or the way the blood had 
drained from my face, | don’t Rnow, but Amadeus realized something 
was wrong. Being extremely attentive to make sure he didn’t move 
me, he rose to his feet after moving my hands from his shoulders and 
keeping his own hands on my arms to make sure | didn’t collapse 
altogether. He furrowed his brows as he looked me over for the 
umpteenth time. 

“You’re burning with fever, Theophilus. Why didn’t you tell me 
you weren’t feeling well?” 

“| thought, since we were close to Wynona, it wouldn’t matter. 
It’s not so bad, anyway.” 

“The only reason you’re saying that ts because you’re horribly 
injured and probably can barely feel it. You look terrible.” Carefully, 
keeping me steady the whole time, Amadeus removed the cloak he’d 
been wearing and pulled it around my shoulders. It was too large and 
lightly brushed the ground, but he didn’t seem to mind. “Now then. 
What’s the issue here? Why are you hunched over like that?” 

“| can’t move,” | whispered. 

“What?” 

“My ribs are going to break my skin if | do, | can feel it.” 

“Maybe you should sit down for a second then.” 

“It’ll do the same thing.” | looked up at him. “From everything 


you’ve told me, l’ve gathered that you and Wynona are nothing short 
of good friends, so can’t you ask her to come out here? Please?” 

Amadeus pursed his lips. “There are three problems with what 
you just said. For starters, she’s awfully busy with the sickness. 
Second, we aren’t that type of friend. She’s only as old as you and she 
hasn’t the time for anything but her patients. And lastly,” he paused 
and gave me an apologetic look. “You would collapse the second | let 
you go.” 

Without standing up all the way, | lifted a hand to push the hair 
from my face, trying hard to control the shake so Amadeus wouldn’t 
say anything to me about it. “Okay. Then... I’ll straighten, my ribs 
will go through the skin, and you can take me inside to Wynona.” 

The archer shook his head. “That ts an awful idea and I’m sure 
there’s something else we can do that’s less harmful.” 

| dropped my hand and shook my head. “What? It doesn’t 
matter if | get hurt again, Amadeus! That’s the whole reason we’re 
here! Wynona is going to heal me and then I’m going to leave as soon 
as I’m able.” | sighed. “If | sit down, they’ll puncture me. If | stand up 
straight, it’s the same thing. If | walk to the door, | promise you it 
will happen. I’ll be fine. ’ve had much worse injuries than this.” 

The disapproving expression Amadeus gave me said he didn’t 
believe a word of that, which was perfectly all right. | was still going 
to do it because it would happen one way or another, sooner or later. 
| might as well get it over with as quickly as possible despite the 
pain | was sure it would cause me to do so. | could at least be 
thankful | had Amadeus with me because | probably would have died 
days ago without him. 

| took as deep a breath as | could, feeling my broken bones 
move inside me, then | stood upright, and they pressed against my 
skin. It wasn’t any more painful than usual until Amadeus let me go 
and | had to put my hand against the wall to steady myself. That 
movement was all the shifting my bones required. | caught my 
breath, glancing down at the flower of black that began to spread on 
my tunic. Amadeus was quick to catch me before | fell, and 
everything faded to black soon after that. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


The first time | woke, there were people everywhere. | 
recognized Amadeus speaking to someone | dimly recognized from 
somewhere, but | couldn’t understand anything they were saying. | 
tried to speak and ask him what was going on, but | only managed to 
groan and remind myself of the injury. | felt warm blood on my 
clothes, and | shuddered from my worsening fever. Thankfully, 
unconsciousness returned shortly, and | knew nothing but darkness. 

When | woke next, | could see a man running through the 
woods, calling my name. His message never reached my ears though 
and | was transported somewhere new. It was my home, except | 
hardly recognized it anymore. Everything was dilapidated and dark 
and it made me sick. There were ashes drifting lackadaisically in the 
atmosphere and orange embers still burned in some areas. | tried to 
step forward, and the scene shifted again. This time it was familiar. | 
saw my own hands, stained with red, and heard Amadeus yelling my 
name. | wanted to answer him and tell him | was all right, but | 
couldn’t speak. Bars materialized in front of me, and my sister was 
there, crying in the corner. When | touched her shoulder, she spun 
around and transformed into Seabert. 

| scrambled away and kicked out, but my foot didn’t connect 
with Bert’s face. | heard a familiar voice curse under his breath and 
felt rough hands rest on each of my shoulders. | blinked a few times 
until the archer focused in my vision. He didn’t appear to be angry 
that | had kicked him, rather troubled that | was not in control of my 
body. 

| pulled his cloak around my shoulders and swiped shaky hands 
down my face, wincing at the slight motion. “Sorry,” | muttered. 

Amadeus shrugged and made me lie down on... Whatever | 
was lying on. It felt like a thin pile of blankets on hard ground. 
“Another fever dream, I’m sure. You’ve been having them on and off 
for hours.” He leaned against the corner to my left and sighed. “I’m 
sorry, Theophilus, but Wynona won’t be able to tend to you until 
evening. She said you should rest as much as possible before then.” 

| nodded. “Okay.” 

He pressed his hand to my head and pursed his lips briefly. “As 
long as your fever doesn’t rise and you stay here, you’ll be fine until 
she has time to check on you.” 

| shut my eyes. “Thanks, Amadeus,” | breathed. 

“I’m only glad you didn’t stay in the woods and let yourself die. 


I’m sure whatever it is you do, the people of Feruneth need you.” 

| frowned. “No, they’re better off if | don’t return home.” 

Sleep returned to me before | heard his response, and the dream 
I'd had twice now rose to the surface of my mind. This time, | saw 
myself running toward someone during a battle. The person looked 
familiar and seemed to be older than | was, but | couldn’t tell from 
my distance. | ran toward them without stopping, sometimes using 
my sword on the way there. | saw the man | was running toward fall 
and his attacker raised his blade. | threw myself in the sword’s path 
and it struck me instead. In the dream, | didn’t scream, | just thudded 
to the ground beside the man | had saved and lay still. Someone killed 
the attacker and then | heard Amadeus’s voice call my name. | heard 
someone else call my name also. Many people gathered around me, 
and | regret to say that | did not recognize many of them, perhaps 
most. | saw Amadeus’s hands reach toward me to lift me into his 
arms but everything after that was lost. 

The dream shifted to the nightmare | always had where | saw 
my family die, and this time | cried out to them. | ran toward them, 
but | was too late. | didn’t reach them in time, just as | had not been 
able to the day it happened, and | screamed at the man who’d killed 
them. He closed the distance between us and shook me by the 
shoulders. | tried to shove his hands away, but it was in vain. | 
struggled against his grip until he resorted to screaming my name in 
my face. 

My eyes shot open, and | was tense for a brief moment before 
the reality of my circumstances crashed down on me like a brick 
wall. My entire body slumped with fatigue, and | cringed when | felt 
the dried blood that stiffened my clothes. After a moment, | noticed 
that the only things keeping me upright were the cold hands on my 
shoulders. | heard his voice saying my name softly, and | finally raised 
my head to look Amadeus in the eye. 

He pulled the cloak and the blankets over my shoulders and 
leaned me against the concrete wall, taking his usual place in the 
corner where | could still see him. As | waited for him to say 
something, | slowly, slowly pulled my knees to my chin and wrapped 
my arms around them to instill warmth in my body. It didn’t work 
for long, and | was reduced to shivering again. 

When he still said nothing to me, it occurred to me that 
perhaps he was tired. | let him be and concentrated on the goings on 
around me instead. The inside of the large building was one huge, 
open space with a number of tables that all overflowed with herbs 


and other things. Everywhere | looked, | saw men, women, and 
children huddled together in beds or lying weakly on pallets that 
rested on the wood floor. | heard people’s tears of hopelessness or 
loss, and | heard many of them moan. Bandages were on nearly every 
person in the building. | noticed at least twelve young women all 
around my age shuffle to the sick and speak with them or comfort 
them or offer water and apply whatever it was they were applying. 

As | studied the girls, | recognized something familiar about one 
of them. Her light brown hair was tied up in the loose braid it had 
always been tied in and her eyes were the same gray | remembered. 
She wasn’t wearing any fancy clothes, she had always complained 
about those, but her simple white dress was pretty on her, 
nonetheless. She had always been pretty, and | had pushed her away. 
It had been a long time ago, three or four years maybe, when | had 
told her to leave because | loved someone else. The woman | had 
loved grew sick shortly after | proposed to her though. She died 
before we were married, and | had hidden her memory away to 
console myself until the moment | laid eyes on Lysette, King Osric’s 
sister. Her brother had been a large factor in sending her away. | 
hated him and he hated me, and | would never agree to be part of his 
war-torn country. The only thing he was capable of was bringing war 
to any country that opposed him, and I'd had it with him and his 
sister. Lysette seemed sweet at first until you spent a lot of time 
with her and realized she only did her brother’s bidding. Osric had 
tried to use her to get Feruneth, which had failed miserably, 
obviously. | had no love for traitors, and even less love for Lysette. 

| hung my head as she got nearer, praying she had missed me 
glaring in her direction, but | was not so lucky. From the corners of 
my eyes, | saw that Amadeus was still asleep and would offer no help 
to get rid of her. | blew out a defeated breath and lifted my head to 
meet her eyes when she sat down in front of me with crossed arms. 

“You Rnow, you never came to make sure | made it back to 
Weyannor,” she pouted. 

Oh. | had briefly forgotten that she was delusional when it came 
to me. She had always, always, been in love with me. That was one of 
the other reasons | hated being around her because | had never been 
in love with her. “You Rnow | don’t care for you. At all. And | don’t 
want to talk to you. Ever.” 

“Aww. Come on, Theo. Give me a kiss. Please?” Lysette begged, 
leaning an uncomfortable amount of close. 

| pushed her away. “No. Why aren’t you with your brother in 


Weyannor, Lysette?” 

“He’s angry with me. He never forgave me for failing him when 
you banished me from Feruneth.” 

“So... Why are you here?” 

“To help, of course.” She looked me over and thankfully couldn’t 
see the injury with the cloak and blankets covering it up. “What 
about you? Why are you here?” 

“Il... tl wanted to make sure the sickness was contained and 
wouldn’t spread to my country.” 

Lysette smiled. “Okay. Kiss me and | won’t talk to you 
anymore.” 

| shook my head. “Hard pass.” 

She frowned. “Just one? If you don’t, then I’ll tell Wynona you 
aren’t sick and you’re bothering other patients. She’ll throw you out, 
you know. She has guards around this place.” 

“Will you be fine with a hug?” 

“Yes!” 

“Promise you'll leave for Weyannor straight after and never 
speak to me again?” 

“Absolutely!” 

| sighed resignedly. “Fine.” 

Lysette threw her arms around me, and it took every ounce of 
self-control in my body not to cringe and shove her far, far away 
from me. The embrace lasted much longer than | preferred and hurt 
worse than I’d initially thought. | couldn’t stop myself from wincing, 
and | was relieved when she didn’t notice. After far too long of a hug, 
she let me go and | released a breath I’d been holding, absently 
bringing a hand to my side. 

Lysette grinned and stood up, humming to herself as she left 
the building contentedly. | adjusted my position against the wall and 
grimaced, wanting evening to come quicker so | could leave and bring 
my sister home. | was worried sick about her. The anxiety from 
thinking about her was probably contributing largely to my fever and 
headache, but | didn’t care. | cared that Lici was kept safe and 
unharmed in my absence, and | wasn’t sure that was possible. | 
rubbed my face and slumped against the wall, dreading the 
nightmares that would come in my rest. 

The same dreams plagued my mind a last time, and | still could 
reach no one. They all died because | was too slow and Lici was torn 
from my arms in my dreams. She screamed my name, and | chased 
after her, but | never got closer. The faster | ran, the farther away she 


seemed to get. | fell to my knees in the nightmare and cried into my 

hands. It didn’t matter how many times | ran after them, or how fast 
my legs carried me, it was always too little too late, and it broke my 
heart again and again. 

When | woke, Amadeus was watching me. | quickly turned away 
from him and used the blankets to wipe away the tears from my 
dream, hoping he hadn’t really been able to see them. | shivered and 
leaned heavily on the concrete, willing him to say something so | 
wouldn’t have to speak yet. 

“Theophilus, what happened?” he asked. Except this time his 
voice wasn’t the deep, kind one | had heard the archer use. This one 
was something else. It was gentle and, | don’t say this lightly, 
fatherly. He spoke the question the way my father used to speak it 
to me as a little boy, before | became his greatest disappointment. 

| sighed heavily and coughed a little. “It was only a dream.” 

“That isn’t what | asked. What happened?” 

Too much. | closed my eyes and still wouldn’t look at him. | 
didn’t want to see his concern for me or the pity that would be 
there. | didn’t want his sympathies. | wanted to... Well, | wanted to 
tell him everything. My dreams, who | was, why my family had been 
killed and why they wanted to kill me. It was all right there at the 
tip of my tongue, and | said none of it. | told him nothing that could 
identify me, and | have never forgiven myself for that. | should have 
told him everything at that moment, but ! withheld it because | was 
foolish and because | wanted to keep running a little longer. 

| told him only about my dreams, never saying who my parents 
were or why they were murdered. | told him about the battle, but not 
where it took place, and | told him about his voice calling my name. 
As | spoke, he watched me carefully. | saw him looking at me from 
the side and wondered if he knew, even though | had done my best to 
conceal everything from him. | cared nothing for my title, but if he 
had known my title then, | was sure things between us would 
change. He wouldn’t act the same because he would feel compelled 
to respect my title. It didn’t matter that | despised it, or that many 
of my friends had grown distant from me the moment | inherited my 
father’s title. It only mattered that it was their duty, as the people, 
to be deferential, no matter the amount | protested it. | didn’t want 
Amadeus to act that way toward me because, despite keeping 
massive secrets from him, | had grown to like him. | respected him 
and he reminded me of... Of a man whom | had once been very 
close with. 


When | finished talking, Amadeus didn’t say anything. | hung my 
head and exhaled. “Aren’t you going to say something?” | mumbled. 

“What is there to say?” 

“| don’t know.” 

He kept silent for a time, then he asked something | had not 
expected. “Who was that girl?” 

| winced at her mention and pulled the blankets tighter around 
myself. “I thought you were asleep for that.” 

He snorted lightly. “With you barely able to wake yourself, | 
haven’t the time to sleep.” 

“She wasn’t anyone special, just an old acquaintance.” 

“She seemed like more than that to me.” 

“Well, she wasn’t.” 

“Theophilus, come on. It won’t kill you to tell me.” 

| shivered and laid myself down in the blankets before 
answering him. “Her name is Lysette. Lysette Artois.” 

“The princess of Weyannor? The king’s sister?” 

“Yep, and believe me, she’s far worse than her brother.” 

“How do you know the princess? For that matter, how do you 
know the king of Weyannor?” 

“l...” | breathed a sigh. “It was a few years ago when we met, 
and she told me she loved me that same day. | didn’t care for her, and 
| did my best to ignore her entirely, but that didn’t work as well as | 
hoped it would. Lysette is spoiled and... Assertive. Eventually, | got 
sick of her following me everywhere and | banished her from 
Feruneth.” | gathered my breath before continuing. “I haven’t seen her 
again until today.” 

Amadeus leaned forward. “You banished her? Only the king holds 
that kind of authority, Theophilus. Or his family.” 

| coughed raggedly. “If you’ll recall, I’m friends with the king. 
We’re very close.” 

“You aren’t a nobleman though. Who are you? Really?” 

“It’s better if you never know.” | rolled over so | wasn’t facing 
him anymore and grimaced. “| apologize.” 

The archer exhaled deeply. “Get some rest, I’ll talk to Wynona.” 

| heard him stand to leave, but | sat up and gripped his arm 
before he took a step. “You’re leaving me?” 

“I’m coming right back. Relax.” 

| used his arm to pull myself to my feet. “How can | relax when 
you’re leaving me to die?” 

“What are you talking about? | just said | was—” 


“Going to leave me here!” | shouted, not really understanding 
the delirious and feverish words that left my mouth. “You should 
have stayed in your cabin in the woods!” 

Amadeus took my arm to steady me. “Theophilus, you don’t—” 

“| don’t what? Understand? Know? | understand perfectly that | 
would have been better off without you!” | flung his hand off my arm 
and turned to run from the building. 

“Theophilus, wait!” 

“No, I’m tired of waiting!” 

| took a step forward to run from him, but my legs failed me. | 
sagged to the ground and managed to catch myself with my hands, 
bringing one of them to my side and feeling sticky wetness there. | 
collapsed toward the floor, only | never hit the wood. Amadeus 
caught me and | coughed painfully, slumping on the blankets he laid 
me on. He didn’t cover me with them, rather left me there in search 
of someone. | dimly heard him ask for Wynona and an age later, he 
returned by my side with a young woman whom | recognized 
immediately. After all this time, she had kept the silver ring on her 
finger. | noticed it when she brought the hand to her mouth. 

She knelt beside me and glanced warily at my injury. “What 
happened to you?” 

Amadeus answered for me. “He fell off a horse.” 

A well told lie, but unbelievable. Sure, | could have cracked a 
few ribs falling off a horse, but it would not be as severe as my 
wound was. Aside from that, | was also bruised in places and 
shivering with fever. A fall from a horse would not make me feel as 
miserable as | felt then. 

Wynona looked as if she didn’t believe it either. “Wait here.” 

| took her hand. “Why did you change your name?” | breathed. 

She didn’t meet my eyes. “I’m sorry, but | don’t have time for 
questions now.” 

She walked away from me, and | rolled to my side and pulled my 
legs near to my body to stop the shivering. | was aware of the 
archer’s cloak being draped over me before | passed out again. 

When | opened my eyes for good, | was somewhere | did not 
recognize. There was only the bed | was in and nothing else. | pushed 
the blankets away and found that | was shirtless. | was wrapped in 
bandages from my chest to my waist. They were tight enough to 
make me feel stiff and keep my bones tn their proper places. | was 
dreadfully sore, but | was glad it no longer felt like every breath 
shifted my ribs out of their places. Whatever Wynona had done, it 


was far more effective than anything Amadeus had attempted, no 
offense to the man. 

| put my legs over the bed’s edge and dropped to my feet, 
resting a hand on my mattress for stability. As it turned out, | didn’t 
need the mattress. | was able to walk on my own, albeit with a small 
limp. | left the bedroom and found the sitting area down a short 
hallway. Amadeus was talking to Wynona, and | went unnoticed until 
| sat down in a large chatr. 

“How does everything feel?” Wynona asked. 

“Tight, but better,” | replied. 

She smiled the lovely smile | remembered so well. “I’m glad.” 

| waited for her to say something more, and when she didn’t, | 
did because | couldn’t stand it anymore. “Why did you change your 
name, Ria?” She turned away from me and twisted the ring on her 
finger. “| thought you were dead.” 

“I’m sorry, Theo, but | couldn’t be a part of that anymore. | 
loved you, but | hated everything to do with—” 

| stopped her before she said something she shouldn’t in front of 
Amadeus. “You could have told me that instead of pretending to be 
dead all this time, Wisteria.” 

She blew out a breath. “I know. I’m sorry, but | can’t be a part 
of that life anymore.” 

“Okay.” 

Both Wisteria and Amadeus glanced at me. “It isn’t like you to 
drop something like that so easily,” the archer said. 

“How would you know what’s like me? You barely Rnow me.” 

“I’ve spent the last week or so with you. | know enough.” 

| turned away from him. “You don’t who | am.” 

“Only because you won’t tell me.” 

Wisteria sucked in a surprised breath. “You haven’t told him 
who you are, Theo?” | shook my head. “Why not?” 

| was afraid he would leave me like everyone else had. My 
reputation wasn’t great, after all. | didn’t say that though. “No one 
knows aside from the people in Feruneth. Not my current standing, 
anyway.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

| stood up and glanced between the two of them. “I sincerely 
hope one of you brought my horse and something for me to wear.” 

“Ill get you a shirt,” Ria muttered, sulking from the room. 

Amadeus rose to his full height as well and folded his arms over 
his chest. “If the horse is here, where do you intend to go? You’re still 


hurt, Theophilus. And you’re forgetting something.” 

| narrowed my eyes at him. “Where I’m going is no business of 
yours and | haven’t forgotten anything.” 

He arched an eyebrow and pulled a sword from its sheath. Fora 
second, | thought he was going to run me through, but then | 
recognized the blade. It wasn’t a blade you would see in anyone’s 
hands unless they were stupidly rich, which my parents had been. It 
was one of my greatest treasures and my first stop had been the 
archer’s house to retrieve it. Now, however, that wouldn’t be 
necessary. 

| reached for the weapon, but he yanked it out of my grasp and 
returned it to the sheath at his hip, which | also realized did not 
belong around his waist. | scowled at him. “What do you want from 
me, Amadeus?” 

He sighed. “Look, maybe you don’t trust me enough to tell me 
everything, but | cannot, in good conscience, let you go wherever 
you’re going alone. Especially since you’re still weak. Wynona—” 

“Wisteria,” | muttered. 

“—said you shouldn’t do any running for at least four days. Her 
remedies work quickly, and in a week, she said you should be fine.” 

| glared at him. “Then I’ll go without my sword. I’ve made it this 
far without using it.” 

“You weren’t in the open where Seabert and his assassins could 
attack you.” 

“You have no authority over me, Amadeus. I’m leaving with 
Diamond, alone. | do appreciate everything you’ve done, truly, but | 
must do the rest on my own. It does not concern you.” 

“Theophilus, please. Listen to reason. You nearly died once 
already, and it doesn’t have to happen again. Just let me help you. 
Please.” 

“| don’t need help to save my sister and I’m more than capable 
of handling Seabert,” | said as | held out my hand, “so long as | have 
my sword.” 

He removed the belt with the sword and scabbard, setting it in 
my palm. | closed my fingers around it and made for the door, 
ignoring the archer’s mumbled curses at me. Before | could leave, 
however, Wisteria stepped in front of me and held out my clean 
tunic. | took it from her, but my eyes never left her face. She seemed 
to Rnow what | was thinking. 

“No, Theo. I’m so sorry, but | can’t come with you.” 

| set down the sword and slowly pulled the tunic over my head, 


resisting the urge to gasp and relax my arms. | lifted the brown 
leather belt with the sheath and my sword and fastened it around my 
waist. Then | frowned at Ria. 

“Ria, please. Come with me to Weyannor,” | whispered. 

“You don’t understand. | have a new life here. I’m helping people, 
and | have... Other things to worry about now.” 

“What other things?” | asked. 

“Nothing you need to worry about. Go home, Theo. Please.” 

| shook my head. “I can stay here with you, Ria.” | pulled her 
close. “I still love you.” 

She looked up at me and when ! saw her brush away the tears 
in her eyes, it was then that | realized what she meant by other 
things. | stepped back and glanced at her hand, at the silver ring. It 
was not the ring | had given her when | had asked for her hand in 
marriage, it was someone else’s ring. She was married to another 
man. 

“Wisteria, where is the ring | gave you?” 

She sighed and reached into her pocket, removing the ring and 
letting it rest in her open palm. “! didn’t forget.” 

| closed her fingers over the ring. “Keep it, that you might 
continue to remember me.” | kissed her cheek softly. “Goodbye, 
Wisteria.” 

“Bye, Theophilus. Please, be careful.” 

| nodded absently and pulled open the wooden door, shutting it 
behind me without breathing another word to Wisteria. | still loved 
her, more than almost anyone, and she had gone and married another 
man. | believed she was dead all these years, and here she was, happy 
as could be. | was glad that she was happy, honestly, but | hated 
what she had done and the way she had done it. She could have at 
least sent me a letter or given me something to confirm that she 
was alive. Instead, she had run away to marry another man. 

| ran my fingers through my hair as | walked around the house 
in search of Diamond. | preoccupied my mind with thinking of ways 
to get on my horse’s back on my own. Back home, there had always 
been someone to lift me into the saddle or to provide a means for me 
to mount. | had never been able to do it on my own, which frustrated 
me. Everyone | knew could get on a horse themselves, excluding my 
sister. My greatest friend could mount a horse, and he was shorter 
than | was. My daily horse frustration only added to the list of things 
people disliked me for in Feruneth. Really, hated was a better word 
for the way they treated me. Granted, | had done some inexplicably 


stupid things in recent years, and | had not been an obedient or easy 
child, and | had scarcely been given any time before my father was 
murdered and | was made to replace him immediately. It wasn’t my 
fault that | had no idea what | was doing or how to do it. It was 
everyone else’s fault for thinking it had been a good idea to put me in 
that situation. 

| shook my head to clear my thoughts and sighed, seeing 
Diamond wandering around the back of the house at last. | patted 
her neck and made sure the saddle was tight enough before 
wondering what the best way to mount was. See, every other time | 
had attempted to get on a horse’s back myself, | had lost my balance 
in seconds and fallen off, not to mention that the animal was at 
least twice my height. My friend was able to effortlessly fling himself 
over the saddle and onto the animal’s back. | had never been able to 
do that, and | doubted it was a good idea in my condition. In any 
case, | never got a chance to try because someone startled Diamond 
and she moved away from me. | spun around to see, unsurprisingly, 
the archer. 

He was atop a chestnut horse whom he stopped beside me so 
that he could dismount and glare at me with his arms folded across 
his chest in a disapproving expression. | gladly returned his glare and 
when | crossed my arms, he shook his head resignedly and instead 
dropped his hands to his sides. | spoke before he could use that 
strange, fatherly tone. 

“| thought | made myself clear that | didn’t want you along,” | 
mumbled. 

He shrugged and spoke calmly despite my rising frustration. 
“You were very clear; | just don’t care. I’m coming with you, Theo.” 

“You don’t get to call me Theo,” | snapped. “And you don’t get to 
decide whether you come with me. | don’t need your help, and | don’t 
want it. Just... Leave me alone, Amadeus.” 

“Why won’t you accept that I’m trying to help you? What have | 
done to make you hate me so much?” 

“| don’t know! You haven’t done anything wrong, | just...” | 
took a breath. “Look, it doesn’t matter. If you really want to help me, 
then let me go.” 

“| can’t do that, Theophilus,” Amadeus breathed, stepping 
nearer. 

| reached out and took Diamond’s reins, bringing her close to me 
so | could figure out a way to get on her. “Please, go away.” 

“Listen to me. You can’t get on that horse by yourself, and you 


can’t go to Weyannor alone. You’re still hurt, and | don’t think you’ll 
be able to get your sister on your own. Let me come with you.” 

| shook my head. “You don’t understand—” 

Amadeus gestured to my horse and interrupted me. “| 
understand perfectly. You’re stubborn, | Rnow, but you don’t have to 
prove anything to anyone, Theophilus.” 

| spun around. “Yes, | do! Every day tn Feruneth, | had to prove 
my worth! | had to prove that | would be able to take Father’s place. 
Every day, | had duties to the country, or to my father. | never lived a 
day of my life where | had nothing to prove to anyone, Amadeus!” | 
tried to scowl at him, but it was pitiful, and | felt tears in my eyes. | 
turned away from him again and sighed heavily. “My parents died 
because | wasn’t fast enough, because | wasn’t good enough. My 
sister was taken away because | wasn’t good enough. | was chased 
out of my own country by assassins because | wasn’t good enough. 
Nothing | ever did was good enough, or even enough. Everyone | loved 
died or left or was taken away from me because | wasn’t enough for 
them, and that got my mother, and my father murdered.” | brushed 
my hand over my eyes and met Amadeus’s brown gaze. “! apologize, 
but you can’t come because you'll get killed, or you'll leave, or 
something will happen, and I’ll never forgive myself. Please, Amadeus, 
stay in Tinnober away from me.” 

Amadeus shook his head at me. “Theophilus, that’s not going to 
happen. I’m not going to leave you to die. You’re a good person, and 
you deserve better than that. Everyone does. It isn’t your fault they 
left you or your fault they died. It was their own fault. You haven’t 
lost any friends; you’ve learned who the real ones are. You’re not 
responsible for their deaths. You didn’t fail them. They made their 
own choices, and sometimes, bad things happen that are out of our 
control. You can’t keep blaming yourself for things you couldn’t 
change.” 

“| could have changed it if | had been faster.” 

“No, you couldn’t have.” He placed his hands on each of my 
shoulders and pressed them down. “Relax, Caius.” 

| disregarded the fact that he had called me by his son’s name 
and took his advice. | let my shoulders fall and took a deep breath, 
dropping the reins that were scrunched in my fist. Something 
happened after that. Amadeus pulled me into an embrace, something 
I'd had very few of as a child, and never from my father except once. 
It was a long time ago, when | was five years old. I’d been practicing 
with my sword, and | cut myself on the leg while | was trying to use 


the disarming maneuver. | ran inside and climbed, uninvited, into my 
father’s lap. He put an arm around my shoulders and held me close 
until | was calm enough to explain what had happened. When | was 
finished, | threw my sword against the wall and told him | would 
never use a blade again. He hugged me tightly and asked me if | 
wanted to be strong when | got older, and | nodded. My father told 
me that great men and strong men used swords every day. Il’d thrown 
my arms around his neck before the physician had taken me away to 
bandage the cut. 

| pulled away from him and took a breath. “Forgive me, 
Amadeus.” 

He helped me onto Diamond’s back. “No need.” 

“Yes, there is a need. | was terrible to you, and | shouldn’t have 
been. I’m thankful for everything you’ve done for me and... When 
my sister is safe, I’ll find a way to repay you.” 

He swung himself atop his mare and raised his brow at me. “You 
know, saying stuff like that only makes me curiouser about your 
identity.” 

| shrugged and prodded my horse forward. “Too bad.” 

He rolled his eyes and followed behind me as Diamond sped up 
until she was galloping. | was thankful she knew the way to 
Weyannor already, else | would have needed to pay attention to 
where we were going. | was also glad that Amadeus was with me. 
Despite my misgivings about bringing anyone along, it was nice to 
know that he could shoot lethal arrows. Sure, | was fabulous witha 
sword, but it was always an advantage to have a man tn the trees 
firing arrow after arrow, especially if he was good aim. | had other 
reasons for bringing him as well, but they were more personal, and | 
would rather not talk about that right now, so instead I’ll introduce 
you to the next chapter. 


CHAPTER SIX 


I relaxed as much as | could tn the saddle and ignored the harsh 
soreness that came with every jolt. It didn’t hurt me terribly, but it 
was irksome. | eventually gave up trying to make myself comfortable 
and occupied myself instead with thoughts of what Feruneth must 
be going through without me there. | hadn’t been in my father’s place 
for very long, and no one had wanted me there to begin with, but at 
least with me there was a good amount of order... Kind of. | won’t 
get into that right now. The point is, without someone in charge of 
things, the kingdom would fall into mass chaos, and | would rather 
not return only to find everything in ruins. | didn’t particularly love 
where | lived, but it was a family home, and | didn’t want to see it in 
shambles upon my return. When | returned to Feruneth, | wanted to 
speak with my greatest friend, Ambrose Cohen, about Weyannor. Our 
countries had been near war for a long time now, and | felt confident 
that everything happening was the beginning of that war. Truthfully, 
the battle with Weyannor was the thing | dreaded most out of 
everything about my line of work. | hated having to think of places 
to hide cannons or people, or areas to keep weapons available for my 
guard. In those areas especially, Ambrose really came through. For 
now, he acted as my captain of the guard, but | felt certain that he 
would make a much better advisor. All of my ramblings aside—and | 
apologize for going on and on—Feruneth wasn’t going to last forever 
without some form of leadership, and it was my hope that Ambrose 
would take charge of things and appoint people to positions, then | 
hoped he would come looking for me. 

As the sun began to sink behind the trees, | briefly wondered 
about stopping to make camp for the night. | wanted to continue 
through the night, but | wasn’t sure that was wise, and | knew the 
archer hadn’t gotten much sleep since | had occupied most of his 
time in recent days. Neither of us offered to stop and set up camp 
until well around midnight. By then, we were both exhausted and 
sweaty and hungry. Amadeus handed me some bread from a 
saddlebag | hadn’t noticed he’d brought with him until then. He 
proffered a waterskin which | thirstily drank from. 

| leaned against Diamond’s resting body while Amadeus started 
a fire. | watched the small flames for a moment before a question 
pushed itself into the forefront of my mind. “Amadeus, can | ask you 
something?” He shrugged. “Did the sickness take your wife as well?” 

“The same day it took Caius from me,” he said quietly. “Why?” 


“| only wondered. You never talk about her, only your son.” 

He studied me and leaned back on his own horse. “It only seems 
fair that | get to ask you a question now.” 

| narrowed my eyes. “What if | don’t want to answer it?” 

“| answered yours.” 

“Fine. One question and I’ll answer it honestly.” 

He nodded in satisfaction. “Do you miss being in Feruneth?” 

| snorted. “That’s the dumbest question you could’ve asked.” 

“So that’s a yes then.” 

“Do | miss Feruneth? No, | don’t. Maybe | miss some of the 
things there, but | do not miss the country in any way.” 

“That is an answer. All | ask for ts the truth.” 

“Whatever,” | muttered. 

“Is there something else you wish to know about me?” 

“One thing. Do you know the royal family of Feruneth?” 

Amadeus furrowed his brows. “| spoke with the king a few 
times in passing, but | wouldn’t say | know them. | Rnow the royal 
bloodline are the Dresdens.” 

“Everyone knows that. They’re the most widely recognized 
royals in every country and kingdom.” 

“| know the king is named Orpheus, and he is married to Queen 
Katya. | know they had a son whom they called Theophilus, and 
sixteen years after he was born, they had a daughter. Her name is 
Liesel. | know that no one in Feruneth wants Theophilus to become 
the king because he is foolish and stubborn and perhaps even a little 
spoiled. | know the country is near—” 

“Okay, | get it! That’s enough.” 

“Why did you ask if | knew them?” 

“| was just curious,” | muttered. “After being gone from home 
for a while | wondered if perhaps you knew something. | was close 
with them, once.” 

“That wasn’t a part of the invented nobleman?” 

| glared at him. “No. About that, | was entirely serious. We were 
practically family.” 

He leaned forward. “You always speak of them as though they 
are something that was, not that is. Did something happen?” 

| stared at the fire and sighed. | supposed | might as well tell 
him, so long as | concealed my identity. | didn’t want him to know 
yet. Well, | didn’t want him to ever know, but since he was coming 
with me to get my sister, it was inevitable that he would know 
anyway. | meant to wait until that point. “| was arguing with my... 


With the king about sword fighting. He kept insisting that | needed 
to train harder if | wanted to be of any further use to him. | argued 
that | didn’t see the point in practicing with a sword because it 
wasn’t me who would be fighting in a war, it was the guard and the 
soldiers. Eventually, we were both yelling at one another. | said | was 
a better swordsman than he was, and he didn’t like that. He told me 
to prove it.” 

“You dueled the king of Feruneth? Theophilus, people are hanged 
for things like that! How are you still alive?” 

| lowered my voice to a near whisper. “He was a great 
swordsman, but | was better. | got him against the wall and held my 
blade to his heart. He tore the sword from my fingers and threw it 
across the room in his anger. He asked me not to speak to him again 
unless it was to apologize. | didn’t speak to him again until the 
princess was born, five years ago.” 

Amadeus blinked. “Five years ago? How old were you when you 
beat him?” 

| laid my head against Diamond and closed my eyes. “I was ten. 
We didn’t speak for six years unless it was entirely necessary.” 

Amadeus’s mouth dropped open. “He never had you hanged? Or 
whipped, at the least? Not even imprisoned?” 

“He wanted to, I’m sure, but there were other circumstances 
which held him back. Even when we did speak, | never apologized. | 
was arrogant and stubborn, and | thought he was a terrible king.” 

“King Orpheus ts a great king, Theophilus.” 

“| see that now. It only took me until the moment | watched 
him die to realize that.” 

The archer grew quiet, and | wondered what he was thinking. | 
certainly knew what | would be thinking if someone had told me all 
that. | would think they were disrespectful and bratty. I’d think their 
parents had spoiled them. | would probably think they should act 
grateful toward all the things their parents lovingly did for them to 
prepare them for the future. At least, those were the things | often 
thought about myself when it came to reminiscing about my 
childhood, which didn’t often happen, by the way. 

It wasn’t until Amadeus spoke that | realized what | had said. | 
recognized the understanding in his eyes before | fully understood 
what | had done. “I find it interesting that you were forced to watch 
him die, yet | also know that you saw your father die. | know the 
queen’s name is Katya, which could easily be short for Ekaterina. You 
once told me you shared a name with the prince, but that wasn’t 


exactly the truth, was it?” 

| blew out a heavy breath and turned away from him. “No, it 
wasn’t. I’m sorry, Amadeus.” 

“| don’t think sorry is going to cut it, Prince Theophilus.” 

“My parents are dead. I’m not the prince anymore. I’m the king 
of Feruneth, and I’m sorry | lied to you. | didn’t want... It doesn’t 
matter. No one wants me to be the king anyway.” 

Amadeus stood up and closed his saddlebag. “Of course they 
don’t. You lied about nearly everything | asked you. Why would 
anyone want you to rule their country?” 

| stood up as well, still avoiding his eyes. “That isn’t true. 
Nothing | just told you was a lie. In fact, it is the most honest thing 
I’ve told you. | never lied about my sister being in danger. | never lied 
about my name, about my mother’s name, or about anything that 
has to do with my country. | didn’t even lie about being a nobleman. 
You assumed that | was one, and | chose not to correct you. | didn’t 
lie about Lysette, or about anyone in my life. | never once lied about 
the things of my past.” | pushed my fingers through my hair. “I’m 
sorry, Okay? I’m sorry that | didn’t tell you who |! was or... Or the 
entire truth. I’m sorry, Amadeus, really.” 

He attached the bag to his horse’s saddle when the animal rose 
to her feet. “You know, | always heard that the king said the prince 
was a disgrace and a disappointment to the Dresden name. | honestly 
thought you were better than that, Theophilus. | guess | was wrong.” 
He swung himself atop his horse. “| hope you can save your sister. 
Goodbye, Your Majesty.” 

“Wait, Amadeus, please. Don’t leave. | didn’t tell you because | 
was afraid that... You...” 

He stopped his horse and turned back to me tiredly. | saw in his 
expression the same thing | had seen in my father’s eyes so many 
times: Vast disappointment. “That | would what?” 

“Tl... Nothing. It’s stupid,” | muttered. 

“Look, if you’re going to tell me, then tell me. If not, I’m leaving 
and going home.” 

| sighed and spoke quietly. “| was afraid you might leave or hate 
me because of everything I’ve done and because everyone else left. 
My father hated me, my mother didn’t speak to me, Wisteria married 
another man. | have one close friend in Feruneth, and that’s it. 
Everyone else left me. | thought that if | didn’t tell you who | was, 
then there would be no reason for you to leave. You remind me of 
someone that | was once very close with, and | watched him pull 


away from me and then | saw him die. | didn’t want that to happen 
to you also. | would never forgive myself.” 

“Why are you telling me this?” 

“Because | need you to understand. | didn’t lie to you because | 
wanted to lie. | lied to you because !... Well, | lied out of selfishness. 
I’m tired of running from everyone and tired of running from my life. | 
think you’re a good man, Amadeus, truly. | didn’t want you to stay in 
Tinnober. When my sister was safe, | meant to ask if you would come 
with me to Feruneth as an advisor or a man-at-arms.” 

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Honest?” 

Nes. 

The archer slid from the saddle and crossed his arms. “Who was 
it that | reminded you of?” 


| hung my head. “Father, before he... Disregarded me,” | 
whispered. 

This seemed to surprise him. “Really?” 

“Yeah.” 


Amadeus blew out a breath. “I’m sorry, King Theophilus.” 

“Don’t call me that,” | interrupted softly. 

“| can’t travel with someone who lies about everything.” 

| finally looked up at him. “Please, Amadeus. Help me get my 
sister back. Please.” 

He climbed onto his horse again. “You didn’t want me along to 
being with, so | don’t see why you need me now.” 

“| don’t have anyone else to turn to. Please, Amadeus, I’m 
begging you. Help me save her and after that, you can leave. You 
don’t have to ever speak to me again. Please.” He turned away from 
me and prodded his horse forward, toward Tinnober. | reached up and 
grabbed his arm as he passed me. “Don’t do this. I’m sorry. Please.” 

He pulled away and his horse carried him into the dark forest. | 
stared after the man until | could no longer see him, then | swiped 
my hands down my face and let my head rest in my palms. When my 
father had first begun to pull away from me, I’d felt hurt and perhaps 
a little upset. It did not truthfully begin to bother me until he was 
angry with me all the time about everything | said. | rarely spoke to 
him because of that. Amadeus wasn’t like that though. He was kind, 
the way my father had been when | was small. Amadeus had saved 
my life simply because he could. Maybe | reminded him of his son, but 
he had still done it out of selflessness. It didn’t matter how many 
times | said | was sorry or how many times | thanked him for helping 
me, it would do no good. After all the effort he put into making sure | 


was all right, after offering the truth to every question | asked of 
him, | neglected him the answer to one simple question. It was the 
only thing he had really wanted to know, and | had foolishly kept ita 
secret from him. | could not blame him for leaving because it was 
entirely my fault. | had pushed him away, like | had pushed everyone 
else away. | was an idiot. 

| resignedly skulked over to Diamond and got in her saddle while 
she was still lying down. | nearly lost my balance as she stood, but 
thankfully the reins kept me on. | nudged her into a medium gallop 
and absently watched the trees pass by me on either side. 

| distracted myself from Amadeus with thoughts of my little 
sister. Not exactly a reprieve, but at least it was not wholly my fault 
that she was in danger. What | wondered most about Lici was 
whether Seabert would truthfully bring her to me or whether he 
would come looking for me again without her. | figured it would 
probably be the latter and that worried me. Not that he was coming 
after me, but that my sister was likely in terrible danger because | 
felt certain the king of Weyannor would want to use her against me 
at some point. | despised that | had let something like this happen to 
Lict. That | had let it happen to my entire family, and my whole 
country even. It was disheartening to realize that it was all my fault. 
If | had just been quick enough, or thought a millisecond faster, 
everything would be all right. My father would still be alive, my 
mother would still be alive, and Feruneth wouldn’t be so near to war 
as it was since | had taken the throne. What’s done is done, as they 
say, however unfortunate that may be. 

When the sun set a second time, | stopped Diamond and ignored 
the slight hunger pangs that had begun to gnaw at me. | slid from 
her saddle and was reminded immediately of the soreness of my 
bones. My ribs were still sore from the other day, and now that | 
wasn’t riding my horse it was clear to me how sore | was. | made an 
effort to ignore that as well, though | can’t honestly say that it 
worked either. | was cold, hungry, and achy that night, not to 
mention guilt ridden because | had lied to the archer since the day 
he’d met me. |, not for the first time in my life, was ashamed of 
myself. I’d let my father pull away from me, and now | was letting it 
happen all over again. | was sorrier and more heartbroken than words 
can ever express. 

| leaned against Diamond to rest without a fire. | pulled my 
arms around myself to keep out the cold, but that worked poorly. 
Eventually, | managed to drift off intermittently. Every few minutes 


something strange would startle me awake. Sometimes it was 
Diamond shifting behind me. Either way, | slept awfully that night. 

When morning came, | was already awake. Diamond was pacing 
around anxiously and lightly kicking the dirt with her front hoof. | 
stood up and went over to her, resting my hand on her neck. She 
calmed at my touch, and | looked around for a means to mount her. 
My gaze landed on a stump a few paces deeper into the forest. | took 
her reins, and we walked over to the remnant of the tree. | stepped 
atop the bottom half of the fallen tree and found that | was still 
hardly taller than my horse. In my imagination as a boy, my father 
had always seemed to tower over me, but he had been shorter than 
my mother. Neither of them had been extremely tall, and | supposed 
they passed that to me. Oh well. | was at least tall enough atop the 
stump to climb into Diamond’s saddle, which was good since there 
was no other way for me to get on her. 

| prompted Diamond forward into a canter, and she took me 
obediently toward Weyannor. | continually glanced over my shoulder 
in the misplaced hope that | might see Amadeus riding behind me, 
but | never saw him. | didn’t really expect to see him, though it 
would have been great if | had seen him. | couldn’t look past the 
feeling of guilt a regret that | felt for lying directly to the man’s face. 
| had been so near telling him everything, so close to blurting the 
entire truth, but | didn’t. | bit all of it back and even now | still have 
never forgiven myself for that. It’s just so difficult to tell someone 
something like that when | have been ridiculed for it my entire life. 
Or everyone | love was killed because of my stupid title. Or everyone 
left because they didn’t want any part of that life. Frankly, | didn’t 
want any part of that life either, but | didn’t have a choice in the 
matter. | wasn’t made to rule a country, and | wasn’t sure that | 
would return to my country and claim the throne. | knew other 
people who would make far better kings than | ever could. 

| grew too exhausted and sore to keep looking for the archer 
after a while, so | instead focused on the trees which passed me by. 
Diamond went quick enough that the autumn leaves were blurred, 
but | didn’t miss the reds and oranges. For some reason, they 
reminded me of my little sister. Licit loved finding colorful flowers or 
leaves and bringing them to me as a gift. At the castle, | hada 
drawer in my bedroom where | kept all the things she gave me. She 
gave them to everyone, Mother, Father, the royal guard. My sister 
was awesome that way, and | loved her for it. More prominently, 
however, | missed her to death. The only reason looking at leaves 


would remind me of my sister was if she was no longer with me, and 
she wasn’t, not really. She was in another country, far from home, 
and probably not safe. She was in Osric and Lysette’s care, and there 
wasn’t anything more frightening than the two of them in the same 
room. 

| tore my gaze from the leaves and laid against Diamond with 
closed eyes. It was a fair amount of time before | heard the voices, 
long enough that the sun was already sinking, and the sky was 
growing dark. | lifted my head and squinted through the night, but | 
didn’t see anyone in the woods. | slid from my horse’s saddle and 
wrapped her reins around a thin tree. | rested my hand on the hilt of 
my sword in case it was someone unpleasant. | hoped with 
everything in me that | would find Amadeus just beyond the trees 
where my horse stood. If | had known then what | might find, | never, 
never, would have gone to look behind those trees. | would have 
turned Diamond around in a heartbeat and never given it a second 
thought. Unfortunately, | did not know what was behind those trees 
when | walked over there, and | will never forget what | saw that 
night. It was like a nightmare. 

| did see the archer when | walked past the trees, and | didn’t 
think he was breathing. | dropped beside him and saw immediately 
the blood on his cloak and tunic. | pushed my fingers through my hair 
and!...lhada flashback. | saw my father yelling at me not to 
speak to him anymore. Then it went forward several years and | saw 
him die. | saw the blood stain his clothes and as | looked down at the 
archer, | felt that same helplessness that | had felt before. It was as 
though everything in me begged my hands to do something, but they 
didn’t respond. | didn’t know where the wound was or where the 
blood was coming from, and it was as though | was seeing my father 
die right before my eyes all over again. | hated it, and my body froze 
in actual shock. | didn’t know what to do, | felt like | had failed him, 
and | couldn’t believe what | was seeing. 

It was a long moment before it occurred to me to wonder who 
had done this to Amadeus. Il’d heard more than a single voice, | knew. 
My legs began to work again, and | stood up after tearing my 
terrified gaze from the bowman. | was not surprised to feel the 
familiar cold metal of a sword touch my flesh at the nape of my 
neck. Seabert had brought along more than three assassins this time 
because | counted at least ten who surrounded me. Ten seemed a 
little ridiculous considering | was one person, but | wasn’t exactly in 
a position to complain about such things, so | kept my mouth shut. 
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Seabert himself stepped in front of me and removed the black cloth 
from his nose and mouth, gladly returning my glare. 

He gripped each of my shoulders and drove his knee into my 
ribs, effectively knocking away my breath and balance. | crumpled as 
| choked on my own pained breath. | lay there for a moment until he 
pulled to my feet again. The sharp pain was already fading so | didn’t 
think he had intended to greatly injure me, just give me a few dark 
bruises to add to my collection of fading yellow bruises. 

“My men found your archer riding back toward Tinnober, Theo. 
Said he was alone and entirely unsuspecting. They made quick work 
of the man, only had to stab him once,” Seabert said. 

My hand tightened on my sword. “They shouldn’t have done 
that,” | breathed. 

He chuckled and stepped away from me to drag Amadeus to his 
feet with the help of another assassin. The archer was limp asa 
ragdoll in their grip, and | hated that | couldn’t see well enough to 
tell whether he was breathing. I’m not sure | wanted to know for 
certain, because | do not know what | would have done if | had 
known, but | do Rnow that it would not have ended well for anyone 
in my vicinity and probably not for me either. Anyway, Seabert drew 
his weapon, and he pressed it hard against Amadeus’s neck. 

“The king asked that | make you an offer, Theo. You may come 
with me to Weyannor peacefully, or you may watch the archer die 
right here tonight. However, he has earned respect in more places 
than perhaps you realize. If you go with my men, you will see that 
yourself.” He paused and looked at me seriously. “| must also remind 
you that your sister is in need of .. . Careful consideration on your 
part.” 

| raised an eyebrow at the man. “What are you saying, Bert?” 

“Leave your sister to my king or leave the archer to me.” 

“You already failed to bring me my sister and attempted to 
murder me on multiple occasions. How can | believe you?” 

He gripped my shoulder and placed his own sword to my heart; | 
think for the sake of his men. Amadeus slumped in the other man’s 
uncaring grasp. “| can’t say where my loyalties lie, but | can promise 
that trusting my king is never a wise decision on anyone’s part. | 
learned that the hard way, Theophilus. Two people, perhaps more, will 
die tonight if you don’t go with my men to Weyannor. No one needs 
to die.” 

| closed my eyes briefly and let my hand fall from my sword, 
lifting both hands wrist to wrist in surrender. “| understand. I’ll go to 
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Weyannor, but | cannot guarantee my cooperation with anything 
Osric offers.” 

The man behind me rammed the pommel of his sword between 
my shoulders, Rnocking me to all fours. “King Osric to you. He’s a 
better man for the job than you ever were, and you should be 
respectful of his title, Theophilus.” 

| turned my attention to him and scowled. “Then you ought to 
be respectful of my title, despite your feelings toward me.” 

Seabert took my arm and pulled me up with a snort. “Please. No 
One ts respectful to you, so just shut up about it.” | rolled my eyes 
but listened anyway. “My men will take you to Weyannor and | 
expect that you won’t run away from them because if you do then 
there will be consequences when | next find you.” 

| shrugged his hand away. “Why aren’t you going?” 

“Someone must do something with the archer.” 

| narrowed my eyes. “What are you going to do with him?” 

“The least | can say is that he’ll be tn good company.” 

My hand found my sword again. “Your company is hardly good.” 

Seabert shrugged. “It is what it is, Theo. Go with my men. I'll 
see you again tn Weyannor, I’m sure.” 

He knelt beside the archer and began to lift him over his 
shoulder. | didn’t catch anything else he did with the man because 
Bert’s assassins surrounded me and began to take away any weapons 
| had on my person, including the dagger | always kept contained in 
my boot. | supposed that was Seabert’s doing because the other men 
couldn’t have known it would be there. They took my sword, my 
sheath, the other two daggers | kept in my belt, even my lockpick, 
and the lightness | felt was strange. lt had been a long time since I’d 
been without a single weapon on my person and it was a weird 
feeling, to be sure. With that finished, they tied my hands securely in 
front of me and tied the remaining length of rope to the saddle of 
one of the men’s horses. If they expected me to walk the entire way 
to Weyannor, about a day and a half away, then they were greatly 
mistaken. As they all mounted their horses, | tapped the shoulder of 
the man who would be riding the horse which would be leading me. 

He looked down at me tiredly and breathed a heavy, irritated 
sigh. He looked a little older than the rest of the men and age did not 
suit him well. His hair was thin and graying, there were wrinkles at 
the corners of his eyes and mouth that came from years of frowning. 
He wasn’t terribly older than Amadeus, though the archer had fared 
much better in his age. 
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The man lifted a thick eyebrow at me. “What do you want?” 

| held up my hands. “This won’t do.” 

He smirked. “| was told you could escape anything and it’s my 
job to ensure you don’t run away, so that’s what I’m doing.” 

“Look, | promised | would go with you to Weyannor. I’m not 
going to run away, especially since my sister is there. The least you 
could do is let me ride my horse.” 

“Your horse?” He mounted his stallion and took the reins in his 
hands. “That’s Lord Seabert’s horse. There aren’t enough for you to 
ride. I’m hoping having you walk there will tire your legs too much to 
attempt running away.” 

| blew out a resigned breath and followed behind the man’s 
horse as he followed the other men on their mares. It was a long and 
exhausting day of walking without stopping and coughing on the 
dust the horses kicked up when we were on the road. As we were 
going pretty slow because of me, it would be another day before we 
reached Weyannor. | listened to the men as we went, having nothing 
better to do, and learned things | wasn’t sure they had meant for me 
to learn. | heard them talk about the boats King Osric had near the 
shores of Feruneth, which was news to me. | hadn’t known he was 
that intent on taking my country. Well, | take that back. | hadn’t 
known the lengths he was willing to go to in order to take my 
country. | heard them speak of soldiers getting ready to march into 
Feruneth and how they were certain their king already had spies and 
soldiers hidden away. | also learned that Osric meant to attack my 
country that very day, which frightened and annoyed me. Of course 
he would lay siege to Feruneth in its weakest hour. There was no 
ruler, no one to instill calm, and | would not be surprised if some sort 
of civil war had ensued since the king and queen’s deaths. Osric 
would not be allowed to have my country, of that | would make 
certain. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 


When the sun set, | was exhausted enough that | nearly 
passed out when they untied the rope from the saddle of the horse in 
front of me. | did fall over, but at least one of the men took my arm 
and set me in the middle of the other men on the cold ground. | 
pulled my knees close to my body and put my arms over them for 
warmth, trying in vain to ignore all their chattering and bellowing. 
’ll admit | was somewhat intrigued by a few of the things they 
ignorantly laughed about in my presence, but aside from those two 
or three things, their noise only prevented me from sleeping. They 
didn’t even have the decency to make a fire. | mean, Tinnober was 
pretty chilly in the daytime but at night the temperature tended to 
drop considerably. Even with all the time I’d spent there in recent 
days, | was still too used to the warmer temperatures of Feruneth 
and the constant sunshine. Tinnober was darker and colder and more 
forested than my own country by a longshot, not to mention the 
light blanket of snow that typically dusted everything in sight. | 
finally asked for a blanket after a time of listening to the men argue 
after one too many sips from their flasks. | had nearly talked myself 
out of it because | was fairly positive they would refuse, but the 
biting cold made me change my mind after a while. | did, however, 
get the attention of a younger man who didn’t seem interested in 
drinking so much that he was likely to forget the events of the night. 
In fact, | noticed that his only interest seemed to be watching me 
closely. 

| cleared my throat by coughing out any extra dust from the 
road. | thought briefly about demanding to be given something warm, 
but decided only an actual idiot would do something like that in the 
midst of assassins. “Are there any extra blankets?” | asked quietly. 

| was shocked when he smiled at me and offered a half-bow. 
“You can use mine, Your Majesty,” he replied, already wrapping it over 
my shoulders himself. He placed a chunk of warm bread in my hands 
as well. 

“Thank you,” | muttered, more than a little confused. “Um... 
Why are... What...” | sighed. “I’m confused.” 

“Not everyone is loyal to the king of Weyannor, King Theophilus. 
Or do you prefer King Dresden II?” 

“1. ..No, Theophilus is fine, but... Dol know you? Is there a 
reason you’re against your own king?” 

“You don’t Rnow me, but | Rnow you. I’ve heard a lot about you, 
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actually.” He scowled to himself. “Anyway, King Osric is an idiot. He’s 
spoiled and stubborn and prideful to the nth degree. | don’t think he’s 
ever done a selfless thing is his life.” 

“| think you must have mixed up our reputations.” 

“Mmm, | don’t think so. | haven’t heard anyone from Feruneth 
say anything that’s so, uh, lacking in detail about you.” 

Sounded about right. | finished munching away the bread. 
“What did they say?” 

He grimaced as he helped me drink from a waterskin. “Are you 
sure you want to know?” 

| swallowed the cool liquid and thanked him. “Nope, but | want 
you to tell me regardless.” 

“Some say you left them in their hour of greatest need. Some 
agree with the king that you dishonor the Dresden title. A few of 
them wish you would stay away and give someone else an 
opportunity to sit on the throne.” He winced for my sake as he 
continued. “A very few said that it was extremely likely the assassins 
would murder you and that your death would solve all their issues. 
They used, of course, far more colorful language than that, but | 
didn’t think you wanted to hear that right now.” 

| shook my head. “What | don’t understand is why you’re loyal 
to me if no one else is. You just listed several reasons why no one 
should want me to be the king and yet here you are addressing me by 
my formal title and offering a bow of deference. And if you work for 
King Osric, then what are you doing publicly announcing your loyalty 
to another king? That’s treason and punishable by hanging.” 

He shrugged. “I like to decide for myself what’s true and what 
isn’t. I’ve spoken to a few people from Feruneth who would love 
nothing more than for you to take the throne. They think your father 
did a poor job ruling and they are confident in your abilities to 
surpass the former king.” He smirked at my expression. “Obviously, 
you haven’t heard this from anyone, but | assure you, they were all 
heartfelt about what they said. On the other hand, no one | spoke to 
had a single kind word to say about King Osric. If their language for 
you was colorful, then they barely spoke coherently when they spoke 
of our own king in Weyannor.” 

“No, that can’t be true. If it were, | would be far more 
important than | am, and Osric would not be in such a powerful 
position.” 

“You’re important enough to be hunted by assassins hired by 
the very man you seem convinced is secure in his rule. Important 


enough that your family had to be killed. | would say that you pose a 
threat to my king, or he wouldn’t be determined to ruin your life and 
take your country with all its wealth in land and gold.” He leaned 
closer to me and lowered his voice conspiratorially. “| once heard the 
entire castle of Feruneth is built of solid white bricks and that each 
window is made of differently stained glass.” 

“Yes, | expect you would hear things like that. My people love 
nothing more than to boast about the royal castle or the large 
amount of land or gold or whatever else it is that we have that 
others wish they had.” | smirked to myself briefly. “Even as | talk to 
you it sounds like I’m acting that way too.” 

“Well, at least | know you don’t mean it that way.” 

| sighed and lay down, getting as comfortable as | could on the 
cold, hard ground. “Not anymore.” 

“You mean you used to say things like that to people? As the 
crown prince?” The young man sounded incredulous. 

“Did you not believe what those people said about me?” He 
didn’t answer, so | continued. “None of them wanted me as the king 
and many of them were unafraid of making that unquestionably 
clear to me. It was the reason | was tutored at home. They never 
liked me, never believed a word | said, and believed that | was the 
worst thing to ever happen to Feruneth.” | exhaled. “I’ll admit that | 
did a lot of stupid things in my younger years, and | disrespected my 
father a few times, and perhaps a few other important people with 
high standings, but | didn’t think | had done anything awful enough 
to deserve their uncensored hatred.” Well, maybe one particular thing 
that scarcely anyone outside the castle walls knew about. It was the 
reason Father ignored me for the majority of my life. 

“| know all of that’s true, but | don’t think you deserve to die 
because of those mistakes. | mean, everyone makes mistakes. If 
everyone who made a mistake in their life was killed, there would be 
no one left alive. | don’t think you did anything to deserve their hate; 
| think they believed what King Orpheus said about you.” He gave me 
a pitying look that | caught from the corner of my eye. “You never 
did defend yourself, Your Majesty.” 

| flinched at the title. How unused to being called that | was. 
Ambrose had called me “Your Highness” when | was the crown prince, 
but | hadn’t seen him since my parents were killed. No one except 
this man and Amadeus had called me by my title, and | disliked it 
greatly. | was too accustomed to hearing my father be addressed by 
such titles, and | did not want to associate myself with the things he 


did as king. Sure, he was a great king, he had kept war away this 
long, but only because he siphoned away all our money and bits of 
our land to keep Weyannor and the smaller countries away. He was 
cowardly in his actions, and Il’d had many discussions with him on the 
subject, never receiving a straight answer. Aside from that, he was 
not a good father until my sister was born. | cannot name a single 
time he approved of anything | had done nor a single time he had told 
me directly that he loved me. | know that he loved me, but it still 
would have been nice to hear him say it once in a while. My point 
being this: Being called what my father had been called brought back 
memories that | didn’t care for and | would be associated with my 
father’s doings as little as possible if | ever returned to claim the 
throne. 

The assassin, though | was uncertain of his true loyalties at 
that point, coughed to get my attention. | closed my eyes and 
relaxed as much as the conditions allowed. “| didn’t defend myself 
because it was not until after Liesel was born that | realized how 
much everyone hated my guts, and by that time it was far too late 
to convince them otherwise.” 

The young man laid down in the dirt and crossed his arms. “You 
convinced me.” 

“Oh?” 

“V’d thought before that not everything they said could be true, 
and | was certain of it last night. | saw the way you regarded that 
archer, and it is clear as day that you care about the young princess. 
| don’t think you deserve to die, King Theophilus. | think you deserve 
better than that and one day, | think, you will receive better than 
that.” 

“Thanks, but there are things that I’m unsure of right now and 
whatever decision | make will upset everyone.” | yawned. “Thank you 
for the blanket and the conversation, but I’m exhausted, and I’d like 
to sleep a little before | endure another day of walking and tasting 
dirt, so | would be grateful if you could maybe stay quiet.” 

| didn’t see him nod, but | was fairly positive that he did before 
he got up and went to talk with the other men who were all far too 
drunk to have any sort of sensible conversation. | tried to sleep, but 
my mind wouldn’t stop worrying. Was Amadeus alive? Why did 
Seabert want to look after him? Would | ever see the archer again? 
Was my sister going to be okay? There were so many more questions 
that fought one another for my attention, but none of them seemed 
less important than the other. Every time | thought | might have 
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calmed enough to rest, | wondered about something else, or someone 
else, or worried about Feruneth. | wondered if there was war there 
already and if there was, then how were the people faring 


? Probably not well. Weyannor was known for their huge ships 
and their cannons and their endless supply of weapons. They were 
always ready for war, no matter whether one was coming or not, and 
that was the most frightening thing because it meant they had 
infinite strategies and plans and ways to improvise if this went 
wrong or if that went wrong. They were certainly far more prepared 
than my own country, and | wasn’t even there to give them direction 
or to fight with them. 

| did finally fall asleep when the sun was already rising, but that 
meant it wasn’t long before one of Bert’s men nudged me awake 
with all the gentleness one might expect from a raging boar. 
Nonetheless, | stood up before his foot reached me a second time. He 
checked that my hands were still bound appropriately before 
fastening the length of rope to the saddle on his horse. | was sore 
from yesterday and | didn’t think | would make it to Weyannor on my 
feet, but | started forward anyway when he prodded his horse into a 
medium gallop. | guess they had tired of going slow because of me. | 
had to jog lest | wanted to be dragged across the dirt road, which | 
did not. 

| listened for anything more they might have to say about 
home, but none of them spoke much at all. | figured that had 
something to do with the amounts of wine they’d consumed the 
night before. Instead, | contented myself by staring at the ground. 
Not much of a compromise, | Rnow, but | was deathly bored and 
counting the rocks we passed was a nice distraction from the 
soreness of my legs. | know | said | was great at running away from 
things before, but you must understand | meant that metaphorically. 
Sure, | had actually run away from things many times, but it 
typically was not from one country to another. Not to mention | 
hadn’t eaten anything yesterday nor had anything to drink and | was 
cold because they had taken the blanket from me, and | had foolishly 
left my cloak at the castle before the assassins tried to murder me. | 
didn’t have much choice in the matter, but still. | was cold without it 
despite the small beads of sweat on my brow. Basically, | probably 
should have come to Weyannor on my own terms rather than letting 
myself be captured for the second time. 

As | stared aimlessly at the ground, losing track of the rocks I’d 
been counting, my thoughts decided to focus on the bowman and on 
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what Seabert had said. | recalled the way he’d looked at me and the 
tone of his voice and it was almost as though he had been trying to 
help me. | Rnow that’s entirely crazy, but the way he worded 
everything was very... Intentional. | didn’t exactly trust the man, 
but | did believe there was a small possibility that he might change 
his mind as far as being an assassin for Osric went. | don’t really 
think he enjoyed killing people or hurting people nearly as much as 
he perhaps once had. To tell you the truth, | don’t Rnow that I’ve ever 
seen Seabert kill a single person, which is weird considering he’s the 
leader of Osric’s group of assassins. Anyway, | was worried about 
Amadeus, obviously, but not as worried as | would have been if 
Seabert had not said the things that he’d said. | was almost positive 
that he meant to make sure the archer was well looked after, which 
also gave me a small amount of hope that he was alive. 

By mid-afternoon we were nearly there, and | thought we were 
going to take a break. Much to my dismay, however, the horses 
picked up the pace. It made sense to do something like that if you 
were a man riding his horse and you saw your destination. It was 
only natural to ride home quicker. In this case, | was not as fast asa 
horse, even on my best day, and that was far from my best day. | was 
tired and anxious, and my legs ached from the day before. My throat 
burned from inhaling so much dust from the road and my eyes stung. 
What I’m trying to say is that the rope yanked me forward and | fell 
flat onto the road. | tried to regain my footing because the horses did 
not slow, but they were going too fast now, and | could hardly stand 
before | was pulled down again and again. After a minute, the man in 
front of me called for the others to stop their horses and | finally 
managed to sit down with crossed legs. It was a reprieve until he 
crouched in front of me and demanded to know what | thought | was 
doing. 

| told him exactly what | was doing after | coughed out some 
dirt and pushed my hair out of my eyes. “I’m sitting down.” 

He scowled. “Why weren’t you following the horse? We’re nearly 
there. Are you scared?” 

| rolled my eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous. | can’t walk as fast asa 
horse can run.” 

“Then | guess you better run.” 

“| can’t run as fast as a horse either.” 

| could tell by his expression that he wanted to hit me and just 
be done with it, that he wanted to curse at me. Fortunately, Seabert 
arrived on his own horse and shoved his man out of the way. | 
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grinned but it was quickly replaced with a frown when Seabert took 
me by the arms and pulled me up, although when he released me, | 
nearly crumpled back to the ground. If it hadn’t been for Diamond 
beside me, | absolutely would have fallen. 

“I’ll bring you to the castle myself. My men will catch up later, 
l’ve already spoken with them. They’ve taken long enough as it ts. 
They could have been here by morning if they’d use their senses at 
all,” Seabert muttered. 

| lifted my bound hands. “Is this really necessary?” 

“At least until we get to the castle.” He patted Diamon’s saddle, 
a clear gesture that meant | was supposed to mount her. Evidently, 
he’d forgotten | was useless at mounting horses. 

| glared at him. “Honestly?” 

He sighed. “That’s right. | forgot you were too little to get ona 
horse yourself.” 

| bit back an ugly remark and let the man untie the rope from 
the saddle and wrap the extra length around my wrists before helping 
me into the saddle. | had half a mind to urge Diamond forward, but | 
didn’t think that would end well for me, so | waited until Seabert 
climbed in the front of the saddle and Diamond took both of us 
toward the castle. The castle of Weyannor wasn’t as attractive as my 
own castle, but it was arguably larger and certainly more noticeable. 
Even as my horse carried us into Weyannor, | could see the water on 
one side of the land where the castle stood that would lead 
eventually to Feruneth, and | could easily see the castle itself. It rose 
far above the tallest trees and had been standing for hundreds of 
years. Its windows were clear and unmarked, the gray stones were 
covered with moss and vines that grew to the top of the turrets. | 
noticed the draw bridge was already let down and the massive, 
perhaps oversized, dark wooden gates were opening as Diamond 
slowed to trot across the bridge where Seabert slid off her and 
started toward the castle’s interior. 

| waited for him to come back, but he didn’t so | slid from my 
horse’s back slowly and | really think | could have done it if | was able 
to use my hands. As it was, however, my legs folded beneath me, and 
| likely would have stumbled over the edge of the drawbridge and 
into the water had Bert not heard my drop and grabbed the back of 
my tunic just as my head went over. He pulled me up into a sitting 
position and frowned at me, but | think | saw a tinge of worry in his 
eyes. 

“You can’t get off a horse either?” 


| took a moment to settle my racing heart before | answered 
him. “| can when | have hands to use.” | held up my hands and arched 
an eyebrow at him. 

He cursed under his breath. “All right, fine, but if you—” 

“| won’t. Besides, | doubt you’d do anything too horrible, Bert. | 
think you’re turning to my side, the winning side. I’m glad of that. 
You’ll make a fabulous captain of the guard, | think, whenever you’re 
ready to pledge loyalty to Feruneth and to me.” 

He rolled his eyes and pulled a knife from his cloak to cut away 
the rope. | held my hands a good bit away from my body because 
while | trusted the man with weapons, | wasn’t ready to trust him 
with my life yet. When he finished cutting through all the rope, | let 
it fall into the water and examined my wrists. They weren’t too 
chafed, but there was dried blood all around them and a blister on 
each just below my palm. | noticed that my fingers were also a little 
discolored from lack of blood flow, so | rubbed them as Seabert pulled 
me up. | followed behind him and pulled my arms around myself for 
some semblance of warmth because the castle was even colder than 
outside. 

| was led into a room with gray stone walls and a dark wooden 
floor. There was a red carpet that stretched from the door to the 
throne, which looked as though it had risen straight from the floor. It 
was the same dark color, and it had red cushioning to accent the 
carpet. Or perhaps the rug accented the throne. Either way, it was 
the man who occupied the seat that stole my attention. | had never 
liked Osric as a human being, and | disliked him more and more each 
time | saw him in person. His eyes were small, his skin was deathly 
pale, green made him look sick, his hair was always greasy, and the 
thin beard he’d begun to grow was, quite frankly, disgusting. Aside 
from physical things, he was simply a horrible person. Bratty, spoiled 
rotten, and sometimes deadly. Not to mention his squeaky voice. It 
was almost like listening to a grown man speak with the voice of his 
younger self. 

Seabert brought me in front of the throne, thankfully standing 
by my side rather than forcing me to kneel or something equally 
humiliating. | returned Osric’s glare and stayed silent until he was 
forced to say something to break the quiet because | had no 
intention of doing so. 

He adjusted his crown and whispered something to Lysette, who 
stood near the throne, before saying anything. “It’s nice to see you 
again, Theophilus.” 


“Pity the feeling isn’t mutual. Your face ts still as punchable as 
ever.” 

Osric gritted his teeth, a nervous habit of his that was always 
more present whenever we were in the same room. | saw Lysette 
hide a brief smile behind her hands. | was glad | could unnerve the 
king of Weyannor and even more glad that it still brought me 
pleasure to do so. The look on his face was a reward in itself. 

“In any case, we aren’t here to exchange greetings and insults. | 
think you Rnow very well the reason | wanted my men to bring you 
here. This time, though, things are in my favor.” 

“Nothing is in your favor, Osric. I’m not letting you have the 
throne, I’m not supporting you as the king of Feruneth, and | won’t 
give you my country simply to avoid war. I’m not my father any more 
than you are your father.” 

“| think you’re missing the point, Theo. I’m not going to give 
you a choice. War is already upon your country and people, and 
without someone to lead them, they will lose. You know as well as | 
do that Weyannor is a country built for war. We have enough 
weapons and supplies to last for ages.” He leaned forward. “However, 
with me as their king, | can stop it with one uttered command. | can 
save your country, Theophilus. In fact, I’m the only one who can. We 
can go to Feruneth right now so that your people can hear you 
renounce your title and give me the throne.” 

| furrowed my brow and pretended to think it over in my head. 
“No. I'll pass. Besides, | don’t think you’d fit in my throne.” 

“You’re making a mistake. Agree to my terms or you will suffer, 
and you will beg me to let you give up your throne and your country.” 

| shrugged. “| doubt it, but you’re welcome to try.” 

Osric gritted his teeth and spoke to Seabert and his men who 
had recently arrived. “Just... Do whatever is necessary. | want his 
cooperation by evening. Don’t leave any marks that his clothes won’t 
conceal. | want his people to think he willingly gave everything to 
me.” 

Lysette’s eyes spilled tears and she leaned to whisper into her 
brother’s ear as Seabert’s men took each of my arms. | didn’t hear his 
response, but | Rnew it was not what she had wanted to hear. | didn’t 
care. At this point, the only thing on my mind was my sister. Seabert 
had reassured me that she would be here, and | hadn’t seen her at all. 
| hadn’t even seen a glimpse of her, and Osric certainly hadn’t spoken 
about her. These things only reaffirmed my resolve that she was in 
danger, and it was wholly my fault. 


Seabert walked behind me and his men with a grim expression, | 
might have even seen recognized fear in his eyes. Whom for, | did not 
know. | wasn’t really that scared myself because I’d been in 
situations like this before, and | had never disgraced my country or 
given away any of my father’s plans. | didn’t know what Osric hoped 
to accomplish with all this, seeing as he knew hurting me did 
nothing, though there was a frightening possibility that he had 
something he could use against me, and | think Seabert knew that as 
well. Unfortunately, | feared that whatever it was would hurt me 
more than anything else they intended to do, and | was fairly certain 
that | knew exactly what they meant to do because it was 
something Osric had once threatened me with due to it never having 
been done to me before. 

| was taken to a dungeon where chains were attached to the 
walls, ceiling, and floor. The walls were the same gray stone as the 
rest of the castle, except they were stained. There was water that 
dripped from the ceiling in a corner of the room. We walked past a lit 
fireplace and the dripping water, stopping beside a pair of manacles 
on the wall. One man secured my wrists behind me while the other 
knelt to close the metal around my ankles. When they were sure | 
wouldn’t be escaping, they cut my tunic from my body and made 
quick work of the bandages that had been on me since | left 
Wisteria’s house. | noticed a few lingering bruises, but | hadn’t felt 
anything aside from a deep ache now and then. | breathed a thanks 
to her. 

Seabert told all but one of his men to leave before standing in 
front of me and sighing. “Why didn’t you just go back to Feruneth?” 

“You Rnow why.” 

“Yes, your sister and all that, but you could have saved yourself 
all this trouble if you had gone back and claimed the throne right 
away.” 

“What if | don’t want the throne?” 

“Then let King Osric have it and be happy.” 

| shook my head. “I can’t do that.” 

“Can’t or won’t?” 

“Both.” 

He looked at me sadly. “I’m sorry, Theo, but he wants a yes by 
evening.” 

“| won’t be here by evening, so that’s his problem.” 

That elicited a slap from the man. Seabert gestured to his 
assassin, who went to stand by the fire, doing something | couldn’t 


see. | smelled something burning though. When he came back a few 
moments later, he held a branding tron that shone orange. He pressed 
it against my bare skin, but | refused to make a sound. | closed my 
eyes and gritted my teeth to stay silent, despite the burning pain 
that ignited in my chest. | would have fainted if Seabert hadn’t 
pushed the man’s hand away after a time. 

“Are you going to give up your throne and country?” Bert asked. 

“No, especially not to the king as he is now,” | muttered. 

The tron was pressed against my shoulder. | clenched my jaw 
hard enough that it began to ache before the heat was removed. 
Seabert asked me the question again, and | gave him the same 
negative answer as before. He heated the iron himself and held it 
against my arm, burning the three lines into my flesh again. | told 
him | would never let Osric sit on the throne as long as | could draw 
breath, and he pressed it to my side. Then to my chest, again and 
again and again until the metal was cold. By that time, | was half 
unconscious, drenched in sweat, and starved enough that nothing 
came up when | gagged. If the chains on my wrists hadn’t been too 
short, | would have collapsed only the third time that hot metal 
touched my skin. Seabert threw the iron into the fire and waited 
until | had lifted my head to meet his gaze. If | had been fully 
coherent, perhaps | would have seen a touch of concern in his eyes. 

“Theo, enough of this. Tell me that you will give your title and 
country to my king. Tell me!” Seabert yelled. 

“| won't,” | breathed. 

He unlocked the cuff to my left wrist and his man held my hand 
against the wall, too firmly for me to move. Bert gripped the 
branding iron and pressed its three glowing orange lines into my 
hand. | likely would have screamed then, but | passed out before | had 
the chance to. | don’t know whether he continued to hold the iron 
there, or whether he gave up, and | never wish to know. | only know 
that he broke Osric’s orders by doing it because my clothes will never 
cover the mark. 

Something else I’ll never have an answer for is how long | was 
unconscious that day. | only woke up because of the water that was 
poured over me. | opened my eyes and choked out the bit of liquid I’d 
swallowed after gasping at the cold. | blinked to refocus my vision 
and finally rested my eyes on Seabert, ignoring the worst of the pains 
in my chest and hand which kept scraping against the wall behind 
me. | suppose they hadn’t trusted me enough to leave one arm free, 
which was probably a wise decision on their part. | noticed also that | 


was clothed in a white linen shirt that was soaked through and 
barely provided any warmth. 

“Don’t worry. We’re not going to do anything more to you,” he 
said. “It isn’t doing anything anyway. You’re just as stupid and 
imprudent as ever. Instead, | think there’s something we can do that 
will have a tremendous effect on you.” 

| breathed a curse at him. “Why are you doing this? | know you 
don’t think it’s right and | know you don’t support Osric, not really. If 
your only issue with me tis that | follow orders and don’t give them, | 
can change that. You really would make a fabulous captain of the 
guard, Bert,” | said. 

He shook his head at me and sighed resignedly. “I’m loyal to 
King Osric, Theo, not to you. You need to realize that.” 

“What about those things you said to me tn Tinnober? About 
Amadeus and my sister? Did they mean nothing?” 

“Look, | helped you once. That doesn’t mean I'll do it again, and 
certainly not now. The king would have me hanged at his earliest 
convenience. The least | can do ts stop anything else from happening 
to you.” He looked me dead in the eyes and frowned. “What does or 
doesn’t happen to her, however, is entirely your decision.” 

| sucked in a sharp breath. “You don’t mean—They aren’t— 
Liesel? You’re talking about my sister?” 

Seabert licked his lips. “I’m sorry, Theophilus. |, alongside Lady 
Lysette, pleaded with the king to do anything else. He was adamant.” 
| choked on my own breath. “Are they going to hurt her?” | 

breathed. 

“| think that depends on your answer.” 

Well. | was about to give him an answer, rather a colorful 
answer, but my breath hitched in my throat when two of his men 
brought my sister into the cold room, and | saw the tears that 
sparkled in her eyes. Her hands were tied behind her back, and there 
was a gag tn her mouth, but it looked like they had done that asa 
last-minute thing. 

| cannot express with words the desire | felt to pull her into my 
arms and run away from all of this. | wanted so badly to take her 
somewhere safe where no one would ever find us and where we could 
be happy, but | knew it wouldn’t happen that way and it broke my 
heart. To see Lici standing there, after being taken from home and 
watching her mother and father die right in front of her, hurt me far 
worse than anything else they could have possibly done. Nothing 
physical would have ever hurt as much as seeing her there at that 


moment. It was crippling, really. 

| watched them bring her to stand in front of me, where she 
averted her eyes. | didn’t understand why she would do that. | had 
come a long way to see her again, and she wouldn’t even look at me. 
| clenched my teeth and turned my gaze on Seabert again, hoping 
that perhaps he was going to do something. | didn’t know what, but | 
knew that he didn’t want to hurt a child. He wasn’t that cruel. | 
mean, | still don’t know with certainty whether he had even killed 
anyone before. | hadn’t seen him kill anyone, not personally. I’m not 
sure I’ve even seen him give the order for his men to kill. 

“Theophilus, listen to me. You must swear to give your throne 
and country to King Osric, right now. If you don’t, you aren’t going to 
like the consequences.” Bert gestured to my sister. “Evening isn’t far.” 

| glanced at Liesel’s small figure and shook my head. “Don’t do 
this, Seabert. You’re better than this. Osric is a spoiled fool if he 
thinks your greatest use is as an assassin. You’re meant to lead an 
army of soldiers, not an army of killers.” | smiled tiredly. “Whatever 
Osric pays, | will double that amount in gold tf you return to 
Feruneth with me.” 

Bert arched a brow. “An enticing offer, but you are in no position 
to bargain. | need a yes or no, Theo.” 

“| know what’s going to happen,” | breathed, “but | cannot leta 
fat snob rule my country.” 

“Then I’m sorry,” he replied softly. 

One of Seabert’s men raised a leather strap and snapped it in 
the air. | cringed and my resolve shattered. | told Seabert | would sign 
whatever paper Osric wanted me to sign if, only if, | was allowed to 
see my sister alone first. He argued that | would find a way to leave, 
but | swore that he could chain my wrists and ankles, so long as 
there was enough length for me to move them, and | wouldn’t even 
attempt to escape. | didn’t want to leave anyway. | wanted to talk to 
Liesel, just the two of us. | needed her to hear something. 

He did agree to my terms after a time, and they brought me 
somewhere else. | was taken to a dungeon where they locked me ina 
cell after securing the heavy chains. | quietly thanked Bert as they 
left me alone and sank against the wall to wait. After several 
minutes of waiting, | noticed that this cell was much colder than the 
other room | had been in, and my wet clothes only deepened my chill. 
| was glad there weren’t any burns on my back, as that would have 
made it nearly impossible to get comfortable. The worst of my burns 
was the one on my hand because the skin pulled on the burns no 


matter how | held it, which was unfortunate considering it was my 
sword hand. 

| sat up and pushed the hair from my eyes when | heard steps 
coming down the rows of cells. There was only one man escorting my 
sister, and | was happy he didn’t say anything. | would have stood as 
he unlocked the door to let her in, except standing made me dizzy. | 
figured that had something to do with lack of food and water, but 
there was nothing | could do about that at the time. Instead, | rose 
to my knees so that Lici and | were level and waited until the guard 
shut the barred door and left us alone. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


There was no gag or rope this time, only her. She didn’t look 
hurt or starved or even dirty. The only thing | noticed that seemed 
different about her was her demeanor. She didn’t look like the tiny 
little sister that she once had. She looked older somehow, and it was 
because of everything she had seen. 

| frowned and reached to pull her into my arms, but she stepped 
back, farther than | was able to reach. | sighed. “Lici, I’m so sorry | let 
them take you. | should never have run away. | could have protected 
you from all of this, but | failed you, and | am so sorry for that, love.” 

She shook her little head of curls at me. “You don’t get to be 
sorry, Theo. You left me alone for them, and you didn’t come back to 
get me! | hate you, Theo! | hate you and | don’t want to talk to you!” 

| sat back against the wall and took a shaky breath. “Lici, 
please forgive me. | didn’t want to leave you, but | thought you were 
dead. If | had known sooner, then | would have been here sooner, but 
I’m here now. | came here to get you and bring you home, take you 
back to the castle. Don’t you want to go home?” 

“| don’t want to go anywhere with you! You’ll leave me there 
again, like you did before. | never want to go home with you!” 

“| didn’t know. I’m sorry,” | whispered. 

“You should have known, and you should have come for me, 
Theo. | waited so long for you to come, but you .. .” Her voice broke 
and tears splashed on the cold ground. “You never did. You didn’t 
come and bring me home.” 

“| tried, love, but something else happened and | couldn’t get to 
you soon enough. I’m not going to leave you again. Ever. | promise.” 

“What happened?” she demanded. 

“| got hurt, but someone helped me, and | came here straight 
after. | would never leave you here, Lici. Please.” 

“Mother and Father already left both of us. What if you leave 
too? You already left once, and | thought you weren’t coming back. 
What if that happened again?” 

“It won’t. | promise, I’m not going to leave you ever again. You 
need to believe me, Liesel, please. I’ll bring you home with me.” 

She stepped nearer to me, but | couldn’t reach her. | saw her 
eyes look me over and her tone softened. “What happened to your 
hand and face, Theo?” 

“1... It’s nothing. You don’t need to worry about it. I’ll be 
okay.” | offered a small smile. “Are you hurt?” 


“No.” 

“Come here, love. Please?” 

Lici’s tears fell more fiercely now, but she still remained out of 
my reach. “You keep saying you won’t leave, but you haven’t told me 
how | can believe you. You’ve left me before, Theo, for dead.” 

| winced at the words coming from her young mouth. “I know, 
Lici. | know | did, and | can’t ever ask your forgiveness for that, but 
I’m here now. | swear on everything | have left that | will never, 
never, leave you again. | love you so much, and | wouldn’t ever want 
anything to happen to you,” | said, reaching my hand toward her. 

She hesitated, her eyes flickering between my hand and my 
eyes. “Theo, you’re hurt. What if you can’t protect me?” 

“I'll always keep you safe, love.” 

“You promise?” Lici whispered, stepping nearer again. 

| nodded. “Always.” 

She walked close enough for me to take her hand and pull her 
into my arms, ignoring the flare of hot pain that shot through my 
hand and chest as she laid against me. | felt her tremble while she 
cried and kept her close to me. Eventually, she fell asleep with her 
head against my burnt shoulder and her arms around my neck. It 
wasn’t by any means relaxing, but | was glad that she was okay. | 
laid my head against her dark curls and sleep found me as well. 

The door of our cell woke me as it opened, though the warm 
body against mine stayed perfectly still in rest. | brushed Lici’s hair 
from her face and waited for Seabert to focus in my vision, as it was 
dark in the dungeon due to it being the middle of the night. | was 
surprised when he knelt before me and bowed, then he started 
working on the chains at my feet. They were both pretty tight since 
no one had bothered to remove my boots, but | only briefly thought 
about that. All of my attention was focused now on the man who 
seemed to be freeing me. 

I'd thought at first that he was Seabert because | had been 
expecting him to come down and bring me before his king so | could 
sign whatever stupid contract he wanted me to sign. | wasn’t really 
going to do that, obviously, but | had meant to make it appear real. 
Although, the longer | watched the man, the more | realized he 
wasn’t Bert. This man was arguably stronger, and a far better friend. 
He was someone | had once thought might be my man-at-arms 
because | had begun to trust him. Unfortunately, | had not trusted 
him enough to tell him the truth. Or maybe | hadn’t trusted myself. 
Either way, | was shocked to see him here now, especially after 


seeing him near death. 

“Amadeus?” | breathed. 

“Were you expecting someone different?” 

“lL... Admittedly, yes, but... I’m glad you’re not dead.” 

| could see well enough to tell he nodded in response to that as 
he finished picking the locks to the cuffs on my ankles. | was sure | 
could have done it faster myself if my hands hadn’t been as shaky as 
they were from cold and hunger amongst other things. He worked 
quick enough, | suppose. When he came to my left hand, he had to 
adjust it to find the keyhole, and he must have heard me gasp 
because he let go instantly. 

“Is something wrong?” he asked. 

“No, ’'m fine,” | muttered. 

He said something under his breath that | didn’t catch and went 
back to removing my chains. He was quicker already, and both of my 
hands were lighter in no time. Amadeus held out a hand as he stood 
to help me up, but | did not take it. Instead, | readjusted myself to 
make it easier for me to give Lici to him. 

“Amadeus, | need you to take Liesel.” 

He crouched down. “You have to hold a sword then and lead us 


out. I’ll tell you where to go.” 
“Okay, that’s fine. It’s just... Uncomfortable for me to hold her 
right now.” 


| lifted her into his arms, and he took her from me. | released a 
relieved breath and pushed myself to my feet, following Amadeus out 
of the dungeons and into an empty room, one with dim lights, that | 
had briefly noticed on the way to my cell. Amadeus shut the door and 
laid my sister against the wall before turning to me and shaking his 
head. | rolled my eyes and waited for him to say something. 

“What happened?” he asked. 

“Is this really the place for this?” 

“Absolutely.” 

| leaned on the wall and sighed resignedly. “Amadeus, please. I’m 
exhausted and cold and it’s a long story.” 

“Okay, but | need you to tell me if you’re in any way hurt.” 

| winced. “A little, but we can deal with that later. Please.” 

He must have heard the weariness in my tone or perhaps he 
could tell by looking at me because he lifted Lici into his arms again 
and put a blade in my hands. Where he had gotten it, | decided it 
wise not to ask. | walked in front of him, and he directed me down 
halls and through doors | had not known Osric’s castle possessed. 


Without him, | would have been lost or killed in a matter of minutes. 
We thankfully didn’t run into anyone else with a weapon because | 
wasn’t sure | had it in me to put up a good fight. 

When we made it through a door that led outside, | was a little 
surprised to see Diamond alongside Amadeus’s own mare. | dropped 
the sword in the grass the moment | noticed my own blade and 
sheath in my horse’s saddle. | fastened the belt around my waist and 
found the two daggers still in their proper places. | picked up the 
third dagger from Diamond’s saddle and slid it into my boot. As | was 
finishing all of this, Amadeus gripped my shoulder, which made me 
grimace, and looked me over in the light of the moon. He didn’t look 
satisfied with what he saw. 

“Theophilus, something is wrong,” he said. 

“Not terribly, and we need to get going.” 

He shook his head at me and took off his cloak. “Here. You'll 
freeze in that. What happened to your tunic?” 

| took the cloak and stared at it. “Not tonight, Amadeus.” | gave 
him the cloak. “Give it to Lici and let’s get going.” 

He helped me onto Diamond’s back and slung himself atop his 
own horse, whom | learned was named Destiny. He wrapped the cloak 
around my sister like a blanket and then we prodded our horses away 
from the castle. Neither of us spoke while we rode away only because 
there was nothing to talk about. Well, that wasn’t entirely true; 
there was a ton to talk about. However, we were both exhausted and 
| was freezing and tired enough that staying on Diamond took all of 
my concentration. If | had turned to glance at the archer, | would’ve 
lost my balance in no time. 

By the time we mdde it somewhere Amadeus approved of—we 
had already passed several areas | thought were fine—the sun was 
beginning to rise. | noticed that Lici began to stir in front of Amadeus 
and wondered what she had been through without me. | was glad she 
wasn’t cold because | was shivering in the light flurry of snow that 
had recently begun. Anyway, we dismounted, and | held my sister 
while Amadeus started a fire and watched me carefully. 

| noticed the question in his gaze and sighed, setting Lici beside 
me. “Stay here with the horses for a minute, Lici. | need to talk to 
Amadeus, then I’ll be right back. Okay?” 

“Where are you going?” 

| pointed to a spot a fair distance from her. “Right there where 
you'll be able to see me.” 

She nodded. “Okay.” 


| kissed the top of her head and walked over with the archer at 
my heels. When we were alone, | won’t lie to you, | nearly lost it. | 
mean, | almost collapsed and cried, and | think | would have if | 
hadn’t already been so tired. Crying took a lot of effort that | wasn’t 
ready to exert. | instead stood there tn the cold snow and waited for 
Amadeus to say something. 

“Let me see,” he said softly. 

| let my shoulders fall. “It isn’t that bad, and I’ll have to take off 
my shirt. It’s cold enough as it is. Can’t | sleep? Please?” 

“Not until I’ve heard everything from you.” He softened his 
expression. “Theo, maybe there’s something | can do if it isn’t so 
bad.” 

| saw no point in arguing with the man so | begrudgingly took 
off my linen shirt where he could see the burns that covered my 
chest. Amadeus furrowed his brows, but he didn’t appear to think it 
was anything to worry about. In any case, | don’t believe it was the 
wounds he focused on. 

“Are you willing to answer a few questions before giving me the 
whole explanation, Your Majesty?” he asked. 

| pulled the shirt over my head. “You don’t need to call me that, 


and yes, l’ll answer whatever you like.” 
“Whatever | like?” 
“Yes,” 


“Are the burns bothering you?” 

“Not much, except the one on my hand.” 

He nodded. “| can do something for those later.” He looked at 
me again and ran his fingers through his hair. “When did you last eat? 
Or sleep? Or even drink water? You look like a starvation victim who 
hasn’t seen the sun in a decade.” 

| pulled my arms around myself. “| don’t Rnow. | guess when | 
ate some bread on the way to Weyannor was when | last ate 
anything. Besides that, | haven’t slept two hours together in days.” 

“Hmm.” He sat down and | followed his example. “Tell me what 
happened, Theo.” 

| did. | explained to him everything that had happened from the 
moment he left to the moment he entered my cell. | tried to recall 
everything Seabert had said, everything Osric had said, and what I’d 
said, more or less. | told him about the burns and about what they 
intended to do to Lici. | gave him the details | had learned about the 
war in Feruneth, and | even included the conversation Il’d had with 
the young man on the way to Weyannor. When | finished, the sun 


was almost in the center of the sky and my ability to stay awake 
was dwindling. | was too tired to eat or drink anything Amadeus 
offered as | talked, and barely awake enough to remember everything 
correctly. Also, | was certain | would freeze at any given moment. 

Amadeus glanced at my sister when | stopped talking to make 
sure she was all right before he turned his full attention on me. This 
time, when he looked at me, | noticed genuine concern for me in his 
eyes. “Are you Okay?” 

| wiped my hands down my face and held my head in my hands. 
“| already told you I’m fine.” 

“That isn’t what | asked. Are you okay?” 

“1... Don’t Rnow how to answer that.” 

“How can you not know how to answer that?” 

“I’m just... Exhausted, Amadeus. That’s the best answer | can 
give you right now. | don’t know what I’m doing, and | tire of going 
from place to place finding nothing, nothing that means anything to 
me. Yes, | have Liesel back, and that’s awesome, I’m so glad that 
she’s okay, but it isn’t... What I’m looking for. I’ve heard the way 
people talk about me, how they would rather see me dead than 
sitting on the throne, and | can’t look past that. | haven’t heard 
anything different from anyone my entire life, except in my childhood 
while | was a small, innocent boy. | did things I’m not proud of, 
absolutely, but | can think of only one thing that might cause 
everyone to hate me so much.” | rubbed my eyes and pulled my legs 
close, turning to watch my sister talk to the horses and disregarding 
the pain in my chest. “I don’t even know what ‘okay’ is,” | whispered. 

The archer didn’t say anything, rather he stood and left me. | 
saw him return to the fire and crouch in front of my sister. They 
talked and he got her to laugh a little, then she nodded to something 
he said after glancing at me. | smiled tiredly at her, but | didn’t move. 
When Amadeus came back, he knelt tn front of me and pulled his 
cloak around me. He offered me his waterskin, which | gratefully 
drank from, though | still didn’t eat. What | wanted was to sleep 
before night came again, but the bowman wasn’t done with me yet. 

“May | ask what it was you did?” 

| laid my forehead on my knees. “I don’t like talking about it.” 

“Why not?” 

“It’s horrible.” 

“It can’t be that bad.” 

“It’s worse.” 

“Theo. Tell me.” 


“Do you really want to know?” 

“Yeah, | do.” 

| sighed. “It was a long time ago, when | was younger. Father 
was trying to prepare me for the throne, as many things he claimed 
were done for the same reason. He wanted me to be like him, and 
that was our biggest issue with one another. Anyway, there was a 
rebellion gathering in the east of Feruneth, in a small village called 
Veeran. They were a small group of people who felt betrayed by the 
throne. They were angry and desperate. 

“Father, in his wisdom—or perhaps his thoughtlessness—decided 
that it was time for me to learn how to deal with such situations as 
the crown prince. He sent me, with a few guards, to negotiate with 
them. | was told it was a test, that if | was able to calm them, it 
would mean | was going to be a great king. It was incredibly stupid 
for me to believe, but | was young at the time, barely a teenager, and 
| wanted nothing more than to make Father proud of me. | wanted to 
hear him say the words, so | went. He never said them. 

“When I arrived, the situation was far worse than lI’d 
anticipated. The villagers were on the brink of starvation. Their crops 
had failed, their livestock had died, and they were being taxed beyond 
their means. They never saw me as a savior; they saw me as the 
embodiment of everything that had gone wrong in their lives. | 
wanted to help them, and | tried. | spoke with their leaders, 
attempted to find common ground, but they didn’t trust me. They 
didn’t trust my father. It was disastrous.” 

| swallowed and continued quietly. “In my own desperation to 
control the situation, | made a grave mistake. | thought if | could 
only remove their leaders, the rebellion would fall apart. They 
wouldn’t know what to do, who to turn to. They would need to listen 
to me for direction. | gave the order for them to be arrested. The 
guards took them away, but | didn’t understand what | was doing. | 
didn’t understand their anger and loss. | was only taking more from 
them, and they did not appreciate that gesture. 

“The second the guards moved in, everything, everything, went 
so tremendously wrong. The villagers grabbed whatever they had on 
hand, and they fought back with rocks, Rnives, anything they could 
find. The guards responded with force despite my pleas and... And 
people were killed. Children were killed, Amadeus, and it was all my 
fault. It turned into a nightmare when it was meant to be a simple, 
smooth negotiation. It became a massacre. All because of me. 

“| thought | was doing what was right. | thought | was 


preventing a larger conflict. | didn’t know how wrong | had been. 
Innocent, young and old, were killed. The people never forgave me for 
that, and neither did my father and only briefly my mother. She 
stopped speaking to me a short time after the incident, and Father 
only got angry at me all the time. I’ll never be forgiven for that, and | 
will always be hated by someone.” 

| took a ragged breath and lifted my head only enough to brush 
away my tears so the archer wouldn’t see them. As | finished, my 
voice was barely a whisper. “| was young, | wanted so badly for 
Father to approve of something I’d done, and | failed miserably. | 
failed Father, | failed Feruneth, and that is why they hate me. That is 
the reason none of them want me on the throne. The truth is, | can’t 
blame them. | can’t forgive myself for making that decision.” 

It was a long time before Amadeus said anything, and when he 
did, | was surprised at the words that left his mouth. “Mistakes don’t 
make you who you are, Theo. They don’t even change anything. 
Everyone alive has made a mistake, and if he hasn’t then he hasn’t 
learned anything either. It’s what you do after you’ve made the 
mistake that makes all the difference.” | felt his eyes on me when he 
paused and wondered whether he was waiting for me to say 
something, but he continued. “What did you do to calm things?” 

| winced. He wasn’t going to like my answer any more than | 
liked having to say it out loud. | saved us both the trouble. “I don’t 
think you want to know.” 

“Look, it can’t be any worse than what | just heard.” 

| finally raised my head and glared at him. “It is.” 

“How? How many people died?” 

“| don’t know.” 

“What?” 

“| wasn’t counting them.” True, but that wasn’t really the 
reason | didn’t know how many had died. 

“Then what’s so terrible? Not many people could have died if it 
wasn’t even enough for you to remember. Only about four casualties, 
and then what? What did you do to stop this whole mess?” 

“Nothing. | didn’t do anything.” Also not entirely true. 

Amadeus flung his hands in the air. “You had to have done 
something, Theo.” 

“Look, | don’t want to talk about it, okay? You should listen to 
me since I’m royalty, so quit asking me about it. | need sleep, 
Amadeus.” 

He sighed deeply and crossed his arms. “I Rnow you do, but | 


can’t stop asking you about it until you give me an answer.” 

| closed my eyes as | turned away from him. “I’m not telling you 
because it’s awful.” 

“Tell me.” | shook my head. “You said you would answer 
anything. Tell me and you can sleep as long as you like.” 

| pulled the cloak tighter around my body. “I won’t answer that 
and I’m going to sleep as long as | want anyway.” 

“Theo, your sister is coming over here.” 

| turned to look and saw that he was exactly right. Lici was 
walking toward us from the dying flames. | lowered my legs, so | was 
sitting with them crossed, and sat her down in my lap. | winced 
when she laid her head against my chest, then turned my awareness 
back to the archer when he started talking again. 

“With all due respect, Your Majesty, you should explain this to 
me as your future man-at-arms. It might help me protect you.” 

“It won’t help you. If | wanted to, | could do it again. Now 
hush.” 

“Theophilus, just tell me and I'll stop talking. What did you do 
to stop them from killing one another?” 

“| didn’t do anything! | ran away, Amadeus! | left them all to die 
because | didn’t know what | was doing! | ran away because—” My 
voice broke. | set Lici beside me and covered my face with my hands 
in the hope that Amadeus might not see my tears. “Because running 
is all | ever do. I’m nothing but a coward,” | shakily muttered. 

Silence for a time. Then, “My king, look at me,” Amadeus said. 
His voice was... Soft and it sounded older than usual. | realized he 
sounded a lot like my father once had, only no one had ever used 
that title for me or for my father. Coming from the bowman, it 
meant a lot to me. 

| raised my head and looked at him, a bit of wetness still in my 
eyes. “Amadeus, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry | lied to you and I’m sorry for 
everything else | lied about or was thankless for. | should have told 
who | was so much sooner. | just... Didn’t...I didn’t want you to 
hate me the same way my own people do.” 

“| don’t hate you, Theo,” Lici said beside me. 

| smiled sadly at her. “I know, love.” 

She continued. “Ambrose doesn’t hate you either. Or that old 
guy who’s always at the castle. What’s his name?” 

| rubbed my eyes and immediately regretted using my left hand. 
| let out a slow breath before answering her. “His name is Finntan, 
and he only liked me because Father didn’t, and he disagreed with 


everything Father ever did.” 

“Well, that man—” she pointed at Amadeus. “—doesn’t hate 
you.” She grinned widely at me. “Lysette doesn’t hate you, Theo.” 

| heard Amadeus snort behind me and scowled at him. “That’s 
five people out of millions.” | brushed the curls from her forehead. 
“Thanks, Lici.” | stood up and pulled the cloak around my shoulders. 
“Now, may | please, please, get some sleep?” 

Amadeus rose to his feet as well and gestured toward the 
horses and the embers. “Of course, and... I don’t think that many 
people hate you, my king. | think you’re choosing to focus only on 
those who do, which might be a lot, but there are at least that many 
who support you. Who do you think saved my life because of you and 
then made sure | would be able to get you out of Weyannor?” 

| arched an eyebrow at him. “Bert? He actually helped you?” 

“That tsn’t how he introduced himself, but yes. Seabert isn’t 
loyal to King Osric, Theo, he’s loyal to you and | think he has been for 
a while.” 

| didn’t say anything more to the man, rather | went beside the 
fire to lie down and rest at last. Liesel came over to me and curled 
herself into my arms, which was unfortunate because she was never 
still in her sleep. | tried explaining this kindly to her, but she ignored 
me and pretended to be asleep. | sighed and closed my eyes, falling 
deeply asleep in a few brief moments. | did have a dream though. It 
began with my parents dying, and then | saw myself. | watched my 
dream-self do everything | had done in the past days. The scenes 
shifted like a watercolor painting and in all of the canvases, | was 
there. | was riding Diamond, or arguing with Amadeus, or sitting 
against my horse alone at night with my head tn my hands. There 
were moments when | saw Seabert, when | spoke with him, even the 
moment when | first saw my sister. In that moment, | noticed 
something about Seabert. In the hazy, watercolor dream | saw anger 
flash in the man’s eyes when he saw my sister bound. There could 
have even been a hint of distaste and possibly even a smidgen of 
concern, but about those | could not be certain. The scene exploded 
with colors in a way only dreams can, and | saw something which 
struck a deep fear tn my heart. 

Again, | saw the red and heard the voices calling my name again 
and again. This time was different though. | didn’t know all the 
people and Amadeus didn’t reach down. | didn’t even see the archer. 
Instead, | saw myself, except this image was not quite the same as 
me. He wore a crown, something | had not worn on my head fora 


decade. He wore my blue cloak, except the bottom was tattered and 
stained a deep red. It hung over my right side and likely would have 
drifted just above the ground if there was less of a breeze. | watched 
myself reach to pull away the cloak, but | woke up too soon and | 
never got to see what was under the cloak. Looking back on it, | was 
glad | hadn’t seen the rest of the image because if | had known then, 
| never would have gone back to Feruneth for my people. | never 
would have done anything more for my people because it would have 
terrified me. 

| was careful to make sure my sister stayed asleep as | sat up 
and noticed that the sun seemed to be sitting on the skyline. | 
noticed also that Amadeus was speaking with someone a good 
distance from me. | wrapped the archer’s cloak around my sister and 
stood up, walking slowly toward the two men. | couldn’t tell who the 
stranger was, as he was facing away from me, but | thought 
something about him was familiar. Perhaps the way he stood or his 
hair and clothes, | don’t know. What | did know, though, was that 
Amadeus clearly did not trust whomever it was. | could tell by the 
bored-to-death-but-still-a-little-intrigued expression. 

By the time | was halfway over there, | could hear them talking 
about my country, the war, and inevitably me. The closer | got to 
them, the more | thought | recognized the second voice, and it 
sounded younger than Amadeus; near my own age. | don’t know 
whether | was imagining things or not, but | knew who the other 
person was the second | was close enough to really hear the way he 
spoke and the way he said certain words with an accent native only 
to Feruneth. When | finally walked all the way over there, there was 
a huge grin on my face and | had never felt happier to see anyone, 
excluding my sister, in my entire life. Obviously, the fact that he was 
here probably did not bode well for my country or my people, but | 
chose not to focus on morbid things like those yet. There would be 
too much time for that later. 


CHAPTER NINE 


Amadeus and Ambrose finished their conversation, and both 
turned to me. Ambrose bowed because he always did when he saw 
me. | rolled my eyes when he straightened and then pulled him into 
an embrace. | don’t believe all the words in the world could ever 
perfectly express how happy | was at that precise moment in time to 
see someone from my home. Someone who had been close to my 
family, who had been a brother to me, and who had looked after my 
sister when | could not. Ambrose had always been my brother in my 
heart, and | doubted anything in the world could change that. 

When he pulled away, he was smiling as well, but | spoke before 
he could say anything to ruin my cheery mood. “Ambrose, before you 
say anything, I’m sorry. I’m sorry | didn’t come back to Feruneth, and 
I’m sorry that I’m not there now. | Rnow there ts a war, and | know 
that the people need someone to lead them, but I’ve been... 
Preoccupied with my own issues these past days. Whatever is 
happening there now, | promise | will go to Feruneth straight away, 
for better or worse.” 

Ambrose nodded. “That’s fine, it wasn’t so bad when | left. The 
boats haven’t reached Feruneth yet, so their most dangerous 
weapons aren’t available. You don’t have to apologize anyway, Theo. 
You’re the king now. | should be sorry that | wasn’t there to protect 
the king and queen and princess. | should have been there, but 
instead | was away. Forgive me, my king.” 

| shook my head. “No need. You were exactly where you were 
needed most.” | put my hand on his shoulder. “It’s always good to see 
you, Ambrose.” 

“| do what | can,” he said absently, looking at me strangely. 
“What happened to you? You look exhausted and...! mean no 
offense, but you’re much thinner than you were when we last saw 
one another.” 

| sighed and dropped my hand to my side. “It’s nothing. I’m all 
right” 

He raised his eyebrows at that, but | shook my head at him. | 
didn’t want his concern right then, | wanted more than anything his 
support because | wasn’t sure whether | wanted to return for good 
and claim the throne or return to fight for my country only to step 
down from my inheritance and pass it to someone else. In any case, 
Ambrose kept quiet and dug around for something in the leather bag 
he often carried at his waist. 


| recognized the blue material he placed in my hands 
immediately. “Here, | brought this with me and another of your 
tunics because | know how you love to go and get them destroyed. 
Also, you’re clearly in need of some sort of warmth. You’re visibly 
shaking with cold.” 

| pulled the warm material around my shoulders and fastened 
the pin tn the front to keep it there. “Thank you, brother.” 

“Shouldn’t you change out of that shirt first?” 

“Hmm. Good point.” 

| took the blue tunic he offered me and pulled the linen shirt 
over my head, glad to finally be rid of it. | had forgotten that 
Ambrose didn’t know about the burns, however, and when he sucked 
in a breath, | could only turn around and pull the tunic over myself. | 
didn’t meet his or Amadeus’s gaze when | turned around because all 
of us knew they were worse than | was letting on. True, they didn’t 
bother me terribly unless something rubbed against me, but they still 
irritated me with every movement, and they looked hotter than they 
had yesterday. 

Amadeus was the first to say something. “Theo, you need to let 
me do something about those.” 

Then Ambrose. “How did that even happen?” 

Then | was left, and | didn’t know how to answer Ambrose’s 
question, so | spoke to the archer. “That’s fine, as long as it doesn’t 
hurt and we’re on our way to Feruneth before noon.” 

“Of course.” 

He took me by the arm and led me toward the ashes. | turned 
back to Ambrose to ask him if he would make sure Lici got 
something to eat. He nodded and followed a few feet behind us. 

“You need to tell him what happened, Theo.” 

My shoulders fell. “I know, and | will, but | need to eat 
something first or else | might die before ever having a chance at the 
throne to start.” 

Amadeus stopped long enough for my friend to pass us by. 
“Listen, | talked to Ambrose while you were asleep. He’s remarkably 
loyal to you and he wants to help you, but he is also concerned for 
you. He told me that you were never—” 

“Happy? Yes, I’ve heard his speech a thousand times over, and 
I’m sick of it, so don’t say anything to me about living a happy life.” 

“But it’s true, isn’t it?” 

| closed my eyes briefly. “Of course I’m happy. | inherited my 
father’s title as king as well as his country and riches. Why shouldn’t 


| be happy with everything | have when it’s so much?” 

“Precisely because it is so much. Do you want to know what | 
think?” 

“No, | want you to do something for my burns and please give 
me something to eat.” 

Amadeus sighed. “Too bad. I’m going to tell you anyway. You 
never wanted to be the king, or the crown prince, but you didn’t have 
a choice. You inherited all of it, and | believe that is part of the 
reason you run from everything, Theo. You don’t want the throne, or 
the crown, or your title, or any of it. You want, well, | think you 
want less than you have.” 

| shakily pushed my fingers through my hair. He was 
frighteningly near the truth. “I...” | trailed off, the words growing 
thick in my throat and lodging themselves there. His words, the 
truth, stung more than | cared to admit. “You don’t understand, 
Amadeus. It isn’t that simple. | can’t just walk away from it all or 
shed my duty as easily as the cloak | wear. | have an entire kingdom 
depending on me, on my decision. | can’t afford to want less, but,” | 
continued, “you’re right. | didn’t ever want this, and | don’t know 
that | want it now. If | leave, give up the throne, then what does that 
make me? A coward. If | stay, then what will be left of me? | don’t 
know...” | blew out a defeated breath. “I can’t find any sort of 
neutral ground, Amadeus. No matter what | do, my people will hate 
me for it. In the end, there will be two choices: The impossible and 
the improbable.” | looked at him seriously. “Which should | choose?” 

“Did you ask Ambrose?” 

“| have before.” 

“What was his answer?” 

“That whichever | decide, he will stand with me.” 

Amadeus nodded. “Isn’t that enough then?” 

| furrowed my brows. “What about you? You haven’t given me 
an answer.” 

“You don’t need an answer. Yes, | will serve you whether or not 
you are the king of Feruneth, but as far as I’m concerned,” he lowered 
himself into a bow, “you are my king, Theo. Whatever you choose, | 
will be there.” 

| watched the man rise to his feet, and it was at that moment 
in time that my heart broke. He didn’t Rnow what | intended to do if 
my people would not have me. | had only spoken to Ambrose about it 
once before, a few days before my parents were murdered, and it had 
horrified him. It scared me too, but | was still going to do it because | 


would not be able to live with myself. Not if my own people hated 
me. | would never be happy, even with them at my side, and when | 
looked up at Amadeus and saw the concern for me in his eyes, my 
heart broke. 

| covered my face with my hands, and | cried. | cried for my 
mother and father and for every abysmal circumstance in my life 
that had led me here. | felt Amadeus put his arm around my 
shoulders and | felt my sister put her small hand on my arm, but they 
offered little comfort for the things that were inside my heart. | 
doubted a million hugs, nor a thousand words of consolation would 
cleanse me of the remorse and shame which dwelt within me. | had 
disappointed my father and mother, | had run away from Liesel, I’d 
pushed Amadeus away, and | was forever a failure in the eyes of my 
people. | was a failure in my own eyes, and | deserved every ugly word 
that was uttered against me because | was a miserable human being. 

When | was calm again, Ambrose and Amadeus tended to the 
burns and gave me food until my hands quit shaking. | drank the 
water one of them put in my hands and then Lici climbed into my 
arms, and | held her. In fact, | stayed there on the ground until the 
archer and my friend cleaned up everything and disposed of the fire 
and ashes. As they finished those things, | stood with Lici in my 
embrace and lifted her into Diamond’s saddle. 

| was about to attempt to mount the animal myself, but 
Ambrose appeared beside me and helped me up. | put an arm around 
Lici as Ambrose climbed onto his own black horse whom he called 
Zephyr. | matched Amadeus’s pace, as | was in the back while 
Ambrose led, and we cantered toward Feruneth. | know, we could 
have gone far quicker, but we were traveling through a forest for the 
time being. We would pick up the pace as soon as we were on the 
road to Feruneth. In the meantime, | caught Amadeus’s gaze and rode 
up beside my friend. 

“Ambrose, there’s something | need to tell you,” | said. 

He nodded. “I’m aware of that. Continue, my king.” 

| did. | told him everything that had happened from the moment 
| ran away from my country to the moment | saw him that morning. 
It took a long time for me to get everything out, and when | did 
finally finish, Ambrose arched his brow at me. 

“How ts it that every time | leave to do something, you find 
ways to hurt yourself? Honestly, it’s some sort of accomplishment.” 

| snorted. “I’m getting better at avoiding danger.” 

He laughed. “No, trust me, you’re not. | think you’re getting 


worse at it, actually.” 

“Yes, well. It seems to happen naturally at this point. | can’t 
think of a day | wasn’t sore from an injury.” | sighed and sobered up. 
“Anyway, | need to talk with you more seriously about other things.” 

“About Feruneth, | know.” 

“Good. For starters, I’ve a question.” 

lt was his turn to sigh now. “Let me guess. You want to know 
whether | have made a decision about taking the throne if you decide 
to turn it down?” 

"Wep.” 

“No, | haven’t. | don’t have an answer because | think you 
should be king, Theo. You would be fantastic as a ruler. When the war 
is over, you’ll see that I’m right. The people will see that I’m right as 
well because it will be you who leads them to victory.” 

“| appreciate that, really, but it isn’t what | want.” 

He looked at me dully. “You want to help people, to help 
Tinnober, to make peace with Weyannor?” | nodded. “See? When 
you’re crowned as king, the people will honor you, Theo, | promise.” 

“But |—” 

“Trust me?” 

“Fine, yes. | trust you.” 

“Then listen to me. | can’t be your advisor if you never listen to 
my advice.” 

| nodded again and stared ahead at nothing. “Tell me what you 
did while | was away, Ambrose.” 

He glanced at me briefly with a thoughtful expression. “Well, 
after you left, everything kind of collapsed in on itself. The council 
panicked; they had no clue where you were, or if you were alive, and 
they began to look for anyone who could take your place. Some of 
them even suggested turning to Osric. Can you imagine that? Him, 
sitting on your throne. No. | couldn’t let that happen, so | stepped 
in—not as the king, but as a sort of placeholder. | did things | wasn’t 
trained for, made decisions on behalf of you and the crown, tried to 
keep everyone calm so things wouldn’t crumble. It was still chaotic 
in some areas, even more so now. 

“Then there were the assassins. Some chased you away, but 
there were plenty more who stayed. After they killed the king and 
queen, they made moves against us. They tried to further weaken 
Feruneth. As the captain of your guard, | sent my men to fend them 
off and prevent any serious casualties. | gathered a few men whom | 
trust dearly and sent them keep an eye on the council members, just 


to be sure none of them actually handed things over to Osric because 
he’s relentless, Theo, and he’s getting bolder. 

“He hasn’t shown up in Feruneth yet, but | overheard a few of 
his soldiers talking about their king arriving on the next boat. He’ll 
be there by the time we get there, and it isn’t going to be an easy 
war to win. He’s desperate for the throne, as you well know, and his 
men have been casting doubt on your ability to lead. People who 
were faithful to you before are changing their minds. The beginnings 
of a civil war amidst the war with Weyannor had begun to ensue as | 
was leaving, and | fear for the future of our country, my king. The 
longer you were away, the less your people believed in you.” 

Ambrose sighed heavily. “| won’t lie, Theo, it’s been a nightmare. 
| prayed you would come back every day, that you would walk 
through those doors and take your rightful place, but | also prepared 
myself for the possibility that you wouldn’t and that | would have to 
make a decision about the throne. Now you’re back, and I’m ready to 
support you in whatever you choose. The kingdom needs you, my 
king, more than they ever needed your father. Feruneth is... 
Hanging by a thread, though, and before you decide anything, you 
must lead your people into battle.” 

“Thank you, Ambrose,” | mumbled. “Do you... Do you want the 
throne?” 

He chuckled lightly. “Not even a little bit.” 

| didn’t return his smile; | didn’t even give him a response. | sank 
into my own thoughts for a time. | tightened my arm around my 
sister and made sure she didn’t need anything. She asked me if she 
could get down because her legs hurt, and | looked back at Amadeus 
for an answer. He shrugged in response, but it was already evening so 
| didn’t see the harm in taking a break for at least a few hours. | told 
Ambrose as | slid from Diamond’s back after she stopped. | pulled 
Liesel into my arms and set her on the ground where she could do as 
she pleased. Careful not to let her get too far from me, | wrapped my 
horse’s reins around a thin tree and sat down with Amadeus and 
Ambrose. They both offered me small things to eat, but | wasn’t in 
the mood for eating so | declined. | drank the water they put in my 
hands though, despite my insistence that I’d had plenty of water 
earlier. They both argued that | should keep my strength up. 
Whatever. 

As | stared aimlessly through the dark woods, past the thick 
tree trunks and canopies of leaves, | lost myself in memories, good 
and bad. | recalled a time when Ambrose and | were young, and we 


were playing a ball game with the other kids. | thought we were far 
better than everyone else because Ambrose and | never once losta 
game. The other children hardly ever scored. | later learned that was 
because my father had told them they had to let me win always, and 
| did not appreciate that. What was the fun of a game when there 
was no real competition? Rather than expressing my feelings to 
Father directly, | instead took the ball we used to play the game, 
climbed up a church building, and stuck the blue ball on the spire. It 
wasn’t one of my better moments, I’ll admit, but | do not regret it 
for a second. 

| thought about my early years with my father and was 
depressed that not in one of my memories did my father ever say he 
loved me or that he was proud of me. By the time | was about eight 
years old, he demanded more of me. He punished me and critiqued 
every little mistake he could find in everything | did. Once, when | 
was fourteen, he had a boy younger than me chained in the dungeon 
because he had stolen a few copper coins to buy food for his little 
brother. Feruneth was the richest kingdom for miles and there was 
ample money for those boys. | told my father this, but he ignored me, 
as per usual. At that age, | had grown too used to his silence toward 
me. When the boys were gone, | told him that | was going to go down 
there and free them. He replied that if | went down to the dungeons, 
| could take their place behind bars. | yelled at him that | could 
escape any chains | was put in, and he took me up on the challenge. | 
was chained from head to toe in the dungeons that evening, barely 
able to see. It took me less than an hour to free myself from the 
prison cell, and Father let the young boys go with a severe warning. 
Perhaps | hadn’t learned anything from that ordeal, but | got what | 
wanted, and the freedom of the boys was all | had cared about. 

| laid my head against a tree behind me and pulled my cloak 
around me like a blanket, still thinking of things past. One of my 
happiest memories was with my mother and sister, and not much of 
my life involved my mother. She had always loved me dearly, but | 
think | disappointed her as much as | disappointed my father, perhaps 
even more. Anyway, | was alone tn the garden with my mother and 
Lici. At that time, Liesel was only two years old, and she held my 
hand and my mother’s as we walked. | recall Mother humming a 
lullaby she used to sing when | was little. Lict talked in her tiny voice 
about the blue flowers, and the birds, and the yellow flowers, and the 
squirrels, and the pink flowers. | listened to her and Mother and held 
onto every second because it was a rare moment when my mother 


would purposefully seek to spend time with me. While we strolled 
along toward the center of the garden where the fountain was, Lict 
pulled away from us and ran after a purple butterfly she’d seen. | 
laughed and Mother smiled, and we both sat down on the fountain’s 
edge. We talked about more serious things, like father and my future, 
but the day was still light-hearted. Well, as we talked, Liesel chased 
the butterfly over to the fountain where | was sitting with Mother. 
She ran directly into us and all three of us fell into the water, 
laughing and grinning and it was a beautiful moment. | loved that 
day, but it was also the day my father declared publicly that l, his 
own son, was a disgrace to the Dresden name. It was the same day | 
told him that | would rather die than inherit his stupid title as king, 
and it was the last day | ever spoke to him or my mother again. Not 
even on the day they died did | talk to them. | took Father’s 
punishments without arguing and listened to him lecture me about 
dishonoring his title without so much as making eye contact. I’m not 
proud of it, and looking back on it pains me, but there’s nothing | can 
do about it now because they’re dead. I’ll never be able to beg their 
forgiveness for everything wrong and selfish | did, and | can’t tell 
them how sorry | am that | failed them. That is what hurts me more 
than everything else. 

| jerked back to reality when | heard Ambrose ask if | was okay. 
| shrugged and noticed that my sister had fallen asleep against me. | 
readjusted her gently so! could easily set her on Diamond, then 
turned my attention back to my friend. “I’m all right. Why do you 
ask?” 

“Well, you were crying, Theo,” he said quietly. 

| glanced at Amadeus, and he looked back at me with furrowed 
brows. | rubbed my eyes. “I was thinking. I’m fine.” 

“| don’t mean to sound in any way rude, but when normal 
people think, they don’t cry,” Amadeus said. 

| scowled at him. “First of all, I’m anormal person. Secondly, it 
wasn’t the act of thinking that made me cry. It was the things | was 
thinking about. Personal things, | might add.” They both looked at me 
jJudgmentally and | shook my head at them. “Look, | don’t need to 
explain myself to either of you unless | want to, so stop looking at 
me like that. If | think of something | want to tell you, or something 
| feel you need to hear, | will gladly tell you about it. That has yet to 
happen though, so let me be.” | closed my eyes and laid back against 
the tree. “Wake me when it’s time to leave in about an hour, please, 
and | suggest that both of you get some rest. We’ll be there 


tomorrow, and | need both of you able to fight by my side 
dependably.” 

“Of course.” 

“Ambrose,” | said before going to sleep, “as Seabert has yet to 
declare his loyalty to me, | must ask that you continue to act as 
captain of the guard.” 

“That’s fine.” 

| nodded and sat up to look at the archer. “Amadeus, | will ask 
you formally. Will you serve me as my man-at-arms?” 

He arched an eyebrow at me. “What about Ambrose?” 

| smiled. “Ambrose doesn’t like swords, Amadeus. Hasn’t he told 
you yet?” 

Ambrose rolled his eyes and scowled at me. “Why would | have 
told him that?” 

“In any case,” | said, speaking again to the bowman. “He will 
make a much better council member and advisor. He was never 
meant to be captain of the guard, but my father’s man quit a few 
years ago and there was no one else willing.” 

“You’re sure about this?” 

“Dead set on it, really.” 

“| don’t like swords either, you know.” 

“Yes, but you’re fantastic with arrows. Amadeus, please.” 

“Tell me one thing. Why me?” 

| glanced at Ambrose briefly. “You saved my life before, and | 
would be grateful if you are willing to continue doing so.” 

“What’s the real reason?” 

“It’s more... Personal. | would rather say it in private.” 
Ambrose stood up and grinned at me as he walked away. | 
figured he knew me well enough to know basically what my reasons 
were, and while | trusted him with my life, | felt better knowing he 
knew without having to say it to him because it would be awkward. | 
had briefly told Amadeus what | meant to say once before, but | don’t 

think he really understood what | meant then. 

| took a deep breath. “I never had a good father, as you know by 
now. We rarely spoke to One another or saw one another. | regret not 
doing a better job of fixing things or of being who he wanted me to 
be. | didn’t even try. | failed him, and | never got a chance to tell him 
| was sorry or to ask for his forgiveness. If he was still alive, perhaps 
things would be different today. Perhaps we could have come to an 
understanding of some fashion, but that chance was lost the day he 
died, and | have accepted that.” | paused for a moment to gather my 


thoughts and my breath. “You remind me of him, Amadeus, of how he 
was when | was much younger. | can think of no one | would rather 
have fighting by my side in a battle than you. I’m grateful to you for 
everything you’ve done for me, and | want you in my life because 
you’re a good man.” | gave him a small smile. “You’re a good father 
too, and that’s something | need because | don’t know what the heck 
I’m doing.” 

He stared at me before saying anything, and when he did say 
something, tt was not at all what I’d expected to hear. “Put your 
sister down for a minute, please.” 

| frowned. “Why?” 

‘Just... Please?” 

| nodded and carefully sat her down against the tree | had been 
against, pulling the small blanket Ambrose had given her earlier 
around her little shoulders. | stood up when | was finished and met 
the archer’s gaze as he stood. 

“Theo,” he began, his voice filled with something | hadn’t heard 
in it before. “| need you to understand something.” | waited for him 
to continue. “You’re not your father. You never were, and you never 
will be. | Rnow you think that you failed him, that you were never 
who he wanted you to be, but you’re wrong.” 

| frowned deeply. “But |—” 

“No, listen to me. Your father had his faults, and he was 
perhaps a terrible man, but you have faults also. The difference is 
that you try to do what’s right, even if it might cost you everything. 
That is something King Orpheus never understood, but it is what 
makes you a better man than he ever was.” 

| turned away from him, feeling the familiar tears in my eyes 
again. “| don’t always try to do what’s right, Amadeus. | was willing 
to sign away my country before you came back.” 

“| Rnow that, but you would do it to protect your sister. Don’t 
you think it was the right thing to do for her sake?” 

“For her sake, absolutely, but what about everyone else my 
decision would affect? What about my country and people? Don’t 
they matter too?” 

“Of course they matter, but to you, in your mind and heart, 
Liesel means far more. Doing the right thing doesn’t fix everything, 
Theo. It doesn’t save everyone. What it does is fix the important 
things and save what matters the most. Feruneth wouldn’t have a 
great king, that ts true, but they would be alive.” 

“No, they would barely be a free country. Osric would ruin my 


home and imprison my people, even if they don’t realize it. It would 
be far worse than dying, | assure you. | should have chosen them over 
my sister. What’s one person worth when there are millions more?” 

Ambrose returned at that moment and arched an eyebrow at 
me. “Those millions pale in comparison to your own flesh and blood, 
Theo. How can you say that with your sister right there? Do you 
think she can be so easily replaced with just another person? Is that 
really what she means to you?” 

“| love Lict, Ambrose. She means everything to me. You know 
this, so don’t you dare accuse me of not caring for her.” 

“I’m only repeating what you said yourself.” 

“| would never say that about my sister!” 

“Then what did you mean just then? What did you mean when 
you said one person isn’t worth anything because there are millions 
more?” he exclaimed. 

“| only meant that saving millions over saving a single person 
was the right thing to do!” 

Ambrose threw his hands up in exasperation. “Exactly! You 
would sacrifice your own sister, your heir, to save a country of people 
who hate you and who ridicule you. That ts not doing the right thing, 
Theo!” 

“Why not?” | demanded of him. 

“Because it doesn’t make any sense at all! If it was my choice 
to save everyone who is ill in Tinnober or to save you from certain 
death, which do you think | would choose?” 

“| already know the answer whether or not it is right.” 

“Which then?” 

“Me. You would choose me,” | muttered. 

“Yes, because you matter more than them in this instance. The 
people in Tinnober aren’t about to go extinct, they’re only sick. Then 
there you are, dangling from a cliff and about to fall. | save you first, 
then we talk about helping the ill.” Ambrose softened his tone. “You 
saved your sister, Theo, now it’s time to save your people from the 
same fate.” 

“What if there are two people dangling from the cliff, me and 
your wife, but the moment you decide to save one of us, the other 
falls and there is no time for them. Then whom do you choose, and 
which is the right choice?” 

“Then both choices are the wrong choice because no matter 
whom you save, you will never forgive yourself for letting the other 
die. In any case like that, there will never be a right thing to do, only 


a choice that must be made.” 

| hung my head and continued quietly. “What if there are two 
people whom you love dearly about to die right in front of you, but if 
you run toward them, you will die also and if you don’t run toward 
them, then you must run away knowing they are dead because you 
did nothing to save them while you still get to live. What then? Is 
there a right choice then?” 

Amadeus sighed. “You did what you had to do, Theo. It is not 
your fault they’re dead. You saved yourself and in doing so, saved 
your country. You did nothing wrong.” 

“| had a sword with me. | could have easily killed Seabert’s men, 
Amadeus. | could have saved them, and | ran instead simply because | 
was told to.” 

“A single person could not have killed that many men on his 
own.” 

“There were only twelve of them, and | could have.” 

“He ts good with a sword. Frighteningly good, actually,” Ambrose 
muttered. 

“Yes, but twelve trained assassins?” 

“Eleven. | wouldn’t have killed Bert because he would have 
agreed to be my captain of the guard.” 

“My case still stands, Theo. You were right to run.” 

| shook my head and went to get my sister. “Running is never 
the correct answer unless it is toward whomever or whatever 
requires saving no matter the risk to yourself. No sacrifice is greater 
than giving your life for those you love.” 

“That’s pretty, Theo,” Liesel mumbled as she rubbed her eyes. 

| smiled sadly. “I’m glad you think so, Lict. It’s time to go now. 
Do you need anything? Water or something to eat?” 

She stood up and nodded. “A drink of water, please.” 

| turned to Ambrose and held out my hand. “Your flask, please.” 

He set it in my hand. “Theo—” 

“Here you go, love. Are you sure you don’t want a roll or some 
olives?” 

“No, I'm okay.” She drank from the flask and gave it back to me. 

| rose to my full height and returned the container to my friend. 
“Thank you.” 

“Of course, but you need to—” 

“| don’t need to do anything except go home and find the man 
who started all this.” | took Liesel’s hand and led her toward 
Diamond. She patted the horse’s thigh and spoke to her in a sweet 


voice. | smiled to myself and lifted her up into the saddle, and was 
about to attempt to mount myself, but Ambrose gripped my arm and 
looked at me intently. 

“| Rnow—” 

“I’m not having this conversation with you anymore. We need 
to get going anyway. We can be there by afternoon tomorrow.” 

“Theo—” 

“No, Ambrose. |—” 

“You need to shut up and listen to what | have to say!” he yelled 
at me. “I need you to understand something, brother,” he began, his 
voice low. “I’ve been with you through all of this, from the moment 
you could walk, through every battle, every decision, every sacrifice. | 
have watched you carry the weight of Feruneth on your shoulders, 
and | have seen what it’s done to you, but there’s something you 
aren’t seeing. There is something you refuse to acknowledge. 

“You’ve survived more than any man should. You’ve faced 
assassins, betrayal, and the loss of nearly everything that mattered 
to you. Yet the one thing you’ve never been able to do is forgive 
yourself.” 

| opened my mouth to protest, but Ambrose cut me off. “You 
think that by sacrificing yourself, by giving up your life or your 
throne, you can somehow make up for what you believe you have 
done wrong. That is not how this works, my friend. Your people, your 
sister, they need you alive. They need you to lead them, to protect 
them, to be their king. 

“Running away, signing over your country, throwing yourself 
into danger without a care for your own life—that isn’t bravery, Theo. 
That is cowardice. You’re trying to escape the guilt and responsibility, 
but you can’t. You need to face it because that’s what a real leader 
does. That is what a king does. 

“You think you failed your father? Well, maybe you did, but that 
doesn’t mean you’re doomed to fail everyone else. You have a chance, 
right now, to save your people. To protect your sister and be the king 
that your people need. You have got to stop running though. Quit 
trying to throw your life away as if it doesn’t matter because it does. 
It matters to me, it matters to your people, and it sure as heck 
matters to Lic.” 

Ambrose continued in a softer tone. “You’ve already lost too 
much, Theo. Don’t let your guilt take away what little you have left. 
Don’t let it destroy you. You’re better than this, and I’ll be damned if | 
stand by and watch you throw it all away. Your sister and your 


people need you, so pull yourself together, for heaven’s sake. Please.” 

| stared at my friend for a long time, literally shocked by what | 
had just heard. Never, in all my time knowing him, had he ever... 
Admonished me so resolutely. | had heard him yell at me, many times, 
and | had heard anger in his voice. | had not ever heard such raw, 
unwavering ferocity and concern in his voice. In his eyes, there was a 
sincere hope that | would understand what he had just told me, that 
| would believe him and that | would really listen to his words. Which, 
by the way, were not all that uplifting and kind. | don’t think he 
intended them to be though. | think he meant for them to be sort of 
like a slap tn the face. Something that would get my full attention 
that | would have to listen to, and he did a fantastic job of doing 
that. | felt like | had been slapped in the face and | had no clue how 
to respond to anything I’d just heard. 

Thankfully, | didn’t have to. Ambrose sighed heavily. “You don’t 
have to say anything, Theo, just think it over and stop being sucha 
moron, okay?” 

| nodded silently and gave Amadeus a questioning glance. “| 
don’t think | ever got a real answer from you,” | muttered quietly. 

“Yes, | will serve you, Theo, until | am unable or until my dying 
day,” the archer replied. 

“Thank you.” 

Ambrose easily leapt atop Zephyr, and | sighed as | turned back 
to Diamond, missing the sleep | had never gotten. Oh well. | put my 
foot in the stirrup and hoisted myself up, flinging my left leg over the 
saddle in the hope that it might reach the other stirrup. It didn’t 
even come close. | was too short to effectively throw my leg over far 
enough and | lost my balance. | fell back onto the mossy ground, 
landing hard on my shoulder. Amadeus, who had been watching me 
embarrass myself, stood in front of me with an amused gleam in his 
eyes. He offered his hand to help me up and | allowed the man to pull 
me to my feet. 

“Do you want help?” 

| put my foot in the metal loop again. “No.” 

He shrugged and stepped a few paces back while | flung my leg 
over the saddle again, careful not to hit my sister or knock her down. 
| tumbled to the ground again, taking no heed of Ambrose’s threats 
to leave me if | didn’t hurry up. | tried a third time, getting so close 
but losing my grasp and falling at the last moment. | attempted it 
repeatedly; for close to an hour | tried to get on my horse 
unsuccessfully. Amadeus never said anything to me, only watched. 


Lict watched me too, with some concern, until braiding Diamond’s 
hair distracted her. Ambrose didn’t watch or speak. He was 
preoccupied with writing in a journal that he always kept with him. | 
didn’t stop until my sister asked if we were ever going to go home, 
at which point | leaned my weight against my mare with my head in 
my hands. 

“Not being able to get on your horse is no reason to cry, Theo,” 
Amadeus sighed. 

“I’m not crying,” | said bitterly. 

“Okay. Well, what’s wrong?” 

“Nothing. I’m fine. We need to go.” 

“That’s clearly a lie.” 

| took a shaky breath. “It’s just, everything Ambrose said. He’s 
right, Amadeus. He’s exactly right about everything. | have no clue 
what I’m doing, and | feel like an idiot. I’m a horrible person, 
Amadeus. | really am.” 

The archer shook his head at me. “That isn’t true, Theo. The 
only thing that makes you an idiot is whatever you’re doing right 
now. Falling off your horse was dumb too, but mostly you’re not 
stupid. You’re a king, and you truthfully are a great leader. If you’ll 
only give yourself a chance to see that, you will see that Ambrose 
wasn’t discouraging you from anything or insulting you. He was 
encouraging you more than anything else, Theo. Think about what he 
said and by the time we get to Feruneth tomorrow, perhaps you’ll be 
able to convince your people that you aren’t going to be a fool of a 
king. Also, we’re all a little tired of having to give you these speeches, 
so it would be really great for everyone—! mean the readers as well— 
if you would get a little self-confidence and maybe be a better 
person all around.” 

| nodded glumly as he helped me into Diamond’s saddle. | put my 
arms around my sister when she leaned against me. Amadeus and 
Ambrose got on their own horses, and we prodded the animals into a 
steady canter toward the nearby path that would take us directly 
into Feruneth. It was a while before | stopped staring pointlessly at 
the green trees to really think about things. | don’t mean think about 
Ambrose’s words, | mean | thought about what | meant to do the 
moment we arrived home. 

| knew there was a war there, and | knew that we had wasted a 
large amount of invaluable time these past few days, but | had to 
know what | meant to say to my people and | had to know whether | 
would continue to lead them or not. If | didn’t know those things my 


people would never trust me with the throne and whatever civil war 
was going on right now would worsen because of my insecurities. | 
didn’t intend to bore them all to death with a long speech, like my 
father used to do. After all, that would kill them before they hada 
chance to fight. No, | would say something straight to the point, 
something that would mean everything, and those few words had to 
be good enough to get them to fight for me. 

Aside from those things, there was the matter of my largest 
dilemma that | had never wanted to address and that | doubted | had 
an answer for. | mean, who in their right mind would choose to rule a 
country full to the brim with people who hated you and everything 
you did? That would never be me. It was what my father had done, 
and it was never what | would do. Not that everyone in Feruneth had 
hated him, but | knew a few groups of people who disliked him. 
Certainly he could have tried to do a good job running the country, 
but he never would listen to any of my advice. | was his advisor, and 
we rarely even spoke to one another. Honestly, | don’t even know 
why he’d chosen me for the occupation. | suppose perhaps he thought 
| wouldn’t be so... The way | was. All those things aside, | wanted to 
avoid basically anything my father had done. I'd rather kill myself 
than go through that because it would be simpler for everyone that 
way. | mean, maybe not me, but if it would make the majority of my 
people happy, perhaps | should do it anyway. 

Other than a few decisions and the fact that | would be required 
to fight a war which | had no desire to participate in, | had no idea as 
to what | would do if | was crowned king. | supposed when | was 
crowned king might have been more accurate, as | was sure it would 
happen with or without my consent due to the council. Although 
most of this was entirely based on the hope that they hadn’t given 
everything over to Osric already. It was my belief that the council 
wouldn’t do anything that completely idiotic unless things were far 
worse than | had imagined, which they very well could be. Granted, it 
still was never a reason to give my country over to a fatly spoiled 
fool of a king, but perhaps they were a bunch of cowards. | Rnew all 
of them to be obstinate and argumentative, except the head 
councilman. 

His name was Collin, and he was the only sensible councilman 
in the whole of my father’s castle. He was never rude to me or 
judgmental like everyone was during my father’s rule. Collin, being 
my father’s brother, had profusely, sometimes harshly, disagreed with 
Father on most subjects. One of my favorite subjects they argued 


about being me. | had only witnessed a few of their quarrels over the 
years, but | had seen enough to know that my uncle hated the way 
Father had treated me and spoken to me. | didn’t really Rnow Collin 
that well, as Father forbade me from being alone in the man’s 
company when | was nine years old, but | knew enough to know that 
nothing drastic would happen with him at the head of the council. | 
wouldn’t keep him as the head, due to Ambrose being my greatest 
friend and a fantastic advisor, but he would certainly retain a spot in 
my royal council if he wished. Besides, | knew that he had helped 
Mother take care of Licit and | knew my sister loved him. He would 
always be welcome to live in the castle, at the very least. 


CHAPTER TEN 


I glanced at the setting sun as our horses carried us up the 
road. | noticed a few men and women on the sides of the road, 
playing music or offering food for money. | counted five or six people 
riding their horses out of Feruneth and into whatever neutral country 
they could find. We passed one horse that only had a small child 
sitting in its saddle. | knew there would be less and less of such 
things as we neared my home country because people wouldn’t be 
able to get out of the war as easily and my country was rich. There 
would be no beggars on the side of any road. Feruneth had too much 
gold and silver to be spent tn a hundred lifetimes, and | hated it. 
Father horded it, but | would not. | would send loads of our gold to 
Tinnober and the poor cities and villages tn Feruneth, like Veeran if 
their people didn’t still hate me and want me dead. 

| had such well-thought-out things | wanted to do when | was 
the king, but many of them felt like small things. Many of them | had 
long ago given up on. Many of them | disregarded because my heart 
wasn’t in it anymore. For years, my heart had not been happy to be 
the heir. | suppose what I’m trying to say ts that everything went 
back to what Ambrose had said. | hadn’t been happy since the day 
Wisteria left me, not truly. Before that, I’d had brief moments of 
happiness, but none of them had lasted. | had never forgiven myself; 
he was right. | hadn’t forgiven myself for breaking Mother’s heart, for 
failing my father, for running from my sister, for ruining a simple 
negotiation, for every failure and every mistake | had ever made. The 
truth of why those things still rested in my heart and mind was 
because Father had always belittled me for my failures, for my 
mistakes. At the end of every day, | was always told the 
improvements | would need to make tomorrow, what | needed to 
change in my mannerisms, the way | talked, the way | stood. Nothing 
was ever perfect in his eyes and because of that, | felt that | couldn’t 
do anything worthwhile. | felt that if | tried to do something great, 
something that would change people’s lives, | would do something 
horrible, and others would suffer because of me. It wasn’t easy for 
me to look past my father’s disappointment and judgmental gaze, 
even as he lay dead. It was stupid, | know, but it is the truth and I’m 
tired of lying. 

By the time the sun sank, and the moon rose, Lici was yawning 
and sighing dramatically and complaining about riding the horse 
when all she wanted to do was sleep and why wouldn’t | just let her 


sleep. | told her that if we stopped it would take even longer to get 
home, and that was the final straw. She burst into exhausted tears, 
and | wiped my hands down my face tiredly. | stopped Diamond and 
turned sideways in the saddle, pulling her into my lap and wiping the 
tears off her face. 

“Lict, love, this really isn’t necessary. We can stop if you want 
to sleep, but as soon as you’re asleep I’m going to put you on 
Diamond’s back and we’re going to keep going. How does that 
sound?” 

She pouted. “But you said that if we stop it will take even 
longer to get home.” 

“It will, but if you fall asleep quickly it won’t take as long.” 

“| don’t want it to take longer, Theo.” 

“| know, Lict, but you’re so tired. Why don’t you sleep while 
we’re on Diamond’s back?” 

She shook her head violently and we nearly lost our balance on 
the saddle’s edge. “Because | can’t.” 

| moved her curls out of her face and used her blanket to dry 
her eyes before more tears spilled. “Then we can get down and you 
can go to sleep.” 

Lici flung her head backward and started crying again. | meant 
to console her and slide off the horse so we could talk, but 
unfortunately, she threw us off-balance for good this time. Ina 
perfect world, | could have landed easily on my feet, but the world 
was far from perfect. As my sister was still sobbing in my arms and 
acting halfheartedly dramatic about everything that was happening, 
there was no time for me to do anything useful except hold her close 
to me and manage to land solidly on my back, knocking the breath 
from my lungs and sparing my sister. 

As Ambrose and Amadeus had been watching us the entire time, 
they both knelt beside us and made sure nothing terrible had 
happened. I, while still lying on my back on the ground, calmed Lici 
down and she agreed to let Ambrose find a place for her to sleep. | 
kissed the top of her head and Ambrose led her a little way from the 
road where the darkness would conceal them from unsavory people. 
With her not laying on me, | sat up and took a couple breaths until | 
could breathe properly. 

“What was that about?” Amadeus asked beside me. 

“She doesn’t do well without sleep, and | doubt she’s really been 
getting any good rest these last days,” | said. 

He looked over at me. “Must run in the family.” 


| narrowed my eyes at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“| only mean that you look like you could use some rest as well, 
my king. | certainly don’t want to see you acting like that 
tomorrow.” 

| shook my head at him and watched my sister fling her hands 
in the air about something Ambrose suggested. “We don’t have time 
for me to sleep,” | said softly. 

“I’m only concerned for you, Theo. The morning Ambrose arrived 
| couldn’t help but notice that something woke you. You said yourself 
that you haven’t had two hours of rest together. | know you keep 
having dreams, Your Majesty.” 

| pushed my fingers through my hair. “Don’t call me that, 
Amadeus, please.” 

“It’s your title.” 

“No, tt was my father’s title, and | don’t want anything to do 
with it.” 

“Very well, but | do think you ought to rest. You look 
exhausted.” 

“| appreciate your concern. I’m fine.” 

“Your sister isn’t. She’ll only talk to you,” Ambrose said as he 
walked over to us. 

| sighed. “All right.” 

| sucked in a sharp breath as | stood and gripped whatever 
horse’s saddle was closest to me, lest | fall over entirely. Thankfully, 
the twinge of pain I’d felt run up leg and back faded quickly enough 
that | was able to stand without support. 

“Is everything okay?” Ambrose asked. 

“Yeah.” 

| walked away from them and found my sister on the ground 
with her legs pulled close to her body and tears running down her 
face. | sat down and lifted her into my arms, laying my head atop her 
curls. “Do you want to hear Mother’s song?” 

“Will you sing it, Theo?” she whispered. 

“Of course. 

“Hush, my love, the night ts near, 

Moonlight whispers, soft and clear. 

Stars are watching from above, 

Cradling you tn their love. 

Close your eyes, let dreams take flight, 

Through the quiet, gentle night. 

Winds will sing a tender tune, 


Guided by the silver moon.” | paused and took a breath. 

“Theo, that isn’t all of it,” Liesel whispered. 

“Sleep, my love, till morning’s light, 

‘ll be with you through the night. 

In your dreams, warm and bright, 

‘ll keep you safe till dawn’s first light.” | kissed her cheek and 
carried her back to my friends. “Let’s go.” 

Ambrose looked at me. “You sound different when you sing.” 

| placed my sleeping sister tn his arms. “I don’t know what you 
mean.” 

“Yes, | think you do. You don’t sound so... World-weary.” 

“Where did you learn that song?” Amadeus asked. 

| shivered in the chilly night air and pulled my cloak around my 
shoulders. “It’s something my mother used to sing.” 

“When you were younger?” 

“No, she sang it to me the other day,” | said sarcastically. “What 
do you think?” 

“| apologize for my oversight.” 

| sighed. “Forgive me. I’m just a little tired of having to stop so 
often.” 

“We shouldn’t have to stop again for anything,” Ambrose 
muttered. 

“Good. Will you help me up, Amadeus?” 

He nodded and helped me into the saddle, then he reached for 
my sister. As Lict was transferred into his arms, | noticed something | 
had failed to notice all this time. The archer was still hurt from 
Seabert’s men. | could tell by the way he held Lici that his left arm 
was weaker than it used to be. | took my sister in my own arms and 
grabbed his arm to stop him from walking away to Destiny. 

“Amadeus, why didn’t you tell me?” | whispered. 

“You never asked.” | glared at him. “I didn’t want to worry you. 
It’s nothing, Theo, really.” 

“How do you expect to fight like that?” 

He smiled. “Not all of us are lefthanded, my king.” 

| rolled my eyes and let him mount his mare, nudging Diamond 
into a steady gallop. If we kept up the pace we were going, we would 
be to Feruneth before noon, something | sincerely hoped was possible. 
| needed to find Osric and put a stop to whatever terror he was 
causing in my country. | could not stand that he was there, attacking 
my people, when Feruneth was in such a state of disarray and 
confusion. They didn’t know what to do, who to turn to, and he knew 


that. Knowing that he knew the state my country was in while he 
deliberately ruined everything, that thought alone bothered me more 
than anything else he had done up to this point. | didn’t care what 
he’d done to me or anything he had done in the past, | only cared 
that he meant to break my country to pieces and rebuild it himself 
to honor himself because he loved nothing more than his own stupid 
self. At the time, | could think of nothing | hated more than him and 
his ugly face. If it was remodeling he wanted done, then | wondered 
why he didn’t simply do it in his own dismally akin country. Then 
again, maybe there weren’t enough mirrors for his liking. 

| shook my head to clear it of such things and adjusted Lici so 
that she would be more secure in my arms. | listened to Diamond’s 
hooves pound the uneven ground, watching the moon as it followed 
us across the sky. The twilight from when | sang to my sister had 
passed into the deep veil of night. Every rock and pothole we passed 
slowed the galloping pace slightly and reminded me of the distance 
still between us and Feruneth. | felt the jarring movements in my 
sore and fatigued body, my thighs aching more than anything after 
sitting in the saddle for hours. Lici stirred occasionally in my arms, 
her restlessness instilling a soft guilt in my heart. It was my fault 
she didn’t sleep well, didn’t have sweet dreams. | had abandoned her 
in her greatest need, and she couldn’t forgive me for that. | did try to 
make her more comfortable, but the jostling of the ride made it 
difficult to keep her steady in my arms. 

The chill of night began to settle around me, and | shivered 
despite my cloak and the warm body in my arms. | pulled my sister’s 
blanket tightly around her, trying to shield her from the cold that at 
least seeped through my own clothes. | couldn’t speak for the others, 
but it certainly chilled me. | noticed that our path was barely visible 
under the moon’s dim light and was grateful that Diamond knew the 
path well. With every glance forward | made, | saw only the endless 
stretch of road, illuminated by the soft glow of distant village fires. It 
seemed as though every mile stretched longer than the last, 
regardless of my Rnowing how ridiculous that was. 

| tore my gaze from the road and laid my chin atop Lici’s curls, 
closing my eyes. | fought the creeping exhaustion which threatened 
to overtake me, focusing instead on keeping Diamond steady and 
ensuring Lici remained secure. Her breathing grew more even as she 
fell into a deeper rest, and she nestled her small form against me. 
The sight of her peaceful face made me smile wearily to myself. 

After many, many hours of travel, we finally reached a small 
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clearing near the border of Feruneth where we could dismount and 
continue on foot during the morning hours. | guided Diamond toa 
stop and carefully slid from her back, cradling Lici in my arms. The 
quiet of the early morning was a welcome contrast to the night 
before, and | took a moment to gather my thoughts as the others 
dismounted and collected their things. Ambrose and Amadeus built a 
small fire for us to rest by for a time, and | laid my sister close to 
cleanse her of the cold night. | scooted near the flames as well, as | 
was nowhere near being warm. 

| turned to Ambrose and pushed my fingers through my hair. “I 
have an idea that | don’t think you’re going to like,” | said softly. 

“Well, what is it?” 

“The people trust you. They’ll listen to you. So you should go on 
ahead to wherever our soldiers are hiding and tell them that I’m 
coming. Maybe ask someone to prepare a place for my sister as well.” 
The look he gave me made me sigh heavily. “Look, | think it’s better 
for everyone if they know I’m coming ahead of time. Maybe they 
won’t have as many insults by the time | actually get there.” 

Ambrose shrugged. “All right. If that’s what you want.” 

“It’s what | want.” 

He stood up and gathered his things together. “I’ll go straight 
away. They aren’t far.” | stood and gave him a brief embrace. “I’ll have 
aman meet with you on the farm, if that’s fine.” 

| nodded. “Thank you, brother. Be careful and try not to get 
yourself killed, okay?” 

He glared at me. “Seriously? Don’t get myself killed? Theo, you 
should take your own advice this time. Don’t die before ever getting 
a chance to sit on your throne or wear your crown. Liesel isn’t ready 
to take the throne, and she still needs you in her life. Just... Don’t 
be an tdiot, please.” 

“I'll see what | can do.” 

“This is serious, Theo.” 

“| know.” | glanced down at my sister and closed my eyes 
briefly. “Ambrose, | think it might be better if you take her with you. 
She’s asleep now and by the time she wakes up, you’ll already be 
there. She’ll be safer with you.” | lifted my sister into his arms and 
kissed her head. “Please, have men watching over her and make sure 
she wakes up with someone she knows.” 

“| would have it no other way, my king. I’ll see you soon.” 

| kissed my sister a last time before Amadeus shook Ambrose’s 
hand and Lici went home with my friend. | sat down by the fire and 
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pulled my legs close, watching the two of them through an orange 
haze and wondering whether they would be safe. | watched Ambrose 
carry my sister down a hill, where home was, and didn’t see them 
again after that. | turned my gaze to the flames and released a tired 
breath, watching as it disturbed the flames. 

Amadeus sat beside me after checking that we were alone and 
offered me his flask. | took a few sips and denied the olives he held 
out. | felt that if | ate anything, | would throw it back up. The archer 
put away the food and narrowed his eyes. 

“Are you well?” he asked. 

“Of course.” 

“You don’t look it.” 

“Only because | can’t find the time to rest.” 

“Rest now. We’ll leave in an hour or two. There is plenty of time 
for sleep.” 

| coughed lightly. “I’ll rest when Feruneth is at peace.” 

“You can’t give a country peace if you’re falling asleep.” 

| scowled at him. “Does it look like I’m falling asleep?” 

“You don’t look far from it, Theo.” He frowned. “In fact, it’s been 
more than a day since you last slept. Please, my king. How do you 
expect to fight for your people, or expect them to fight for you, when 
you can hardly keep your eyes open?” 

| coughed raggedly and laid my forehead on my knees. “All right. 
I’ll sleep, fine. Wake me up when it’s time to go, Amadeus.” 

“Do you want a blanket?” 

“No, thank you.” 

| could almost see the man cross his arms and look 
disapprovingly at me. “Theophilus, are you cold?” 

“You know, | thought you wanted me to sleep. | can’t do that if 
you keep asking me questions.” 

“| understand that. Are you cold?” 

“Tn: FIN.” 

“You’re shivering.” 

“Yes, because it’s freezing out here. Of course I’m cold.” 

Amadeus clicked his tongue. “There’s a fire right in front of you, 
and a good sized one at that.” 

| cleared my throat. “Are you going to let me sleep or not?” 

The archer sighed in surrender. “Yes. | apologize.” 

| grunted in response and closed my eyes, allowing sleep to take 
me at once. It wasn’t without the dreams, as that would have been 
far too restful. | saw the usual things, watched the usual people pass 
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away, and then came that strange one. | saw myself standing there 
again, looking battle-worn and too exhausted to be standing erect. 
There was my cloak again, with the frayed edge and stained bottom, 
and there was something so strange about seeing myself there. | 
watched as the hand inevitably began to slowly pull away the cloak, 
morbidly intrigued as to what | might see there. Before | could see 
under the cloak, however, a sword stuck through me in the dream, 
and | startled awake. | realized that perhaps the sword wound was 
what had been covered the first time I’d had the dream. 

| rubbed my eyes groggily and noticed the archer still beside me. 
| coughed and stood up to stretch my sore legs, and without 
Amadeus there to catch me | would have fallen into the embers. | 
leaned against him until the brief flare of pain in my back dissipated 
enough that | was able to stand. He looked questioningly at me as | 
pulled my cloak together in the front, hoping it might hold in the 
warmth. 

“Is it time to go yet?” | muttered. 

Amadeus shook his head. “Theo, you were hardly asleep for five 
minutes. Is there something you want to tell me?” 

“I’m not hurt, tf that’s what you were wondering.” 

He cocked an eyebrow. “But you aren’t well, are you?” 

| glanced at the sun that was a third of the way to the middle 
of the sky. “I think it’ll be fine if we go now. Ambrose’s man will be 
waiting for us. We need to help them fight Weyannor.” 

“| Rnow we do, but if you’re ill, then you shouldn’t be fighting 
anyone. You should be resting, Your Majesty.” 

“| asked you not to call me that, and | should be fighting. I’m 
perfectly fine, Amadeus. Let’s get going.” 

“All right, but you need to eat something first.” 

| cringed at the thought of consuming anything. “I’m honestly 
not that hungry.” 

“| don’t care.” He forcibly grabbed my wrist and put bread and 
olives in my palm. “Eat that and we’ll go.” 

| rolled my eyes, but obediently ate the olives and bread, 
resisting the sudden and distasteful urge to gag it back out. 
Satisfied, Amadeus gave me his waterskin and we were on our way 
shortly thereafter. | didn’t talk much, because | didn’t want to open 
my mouth, and the archer stayed quiet as well. | think he knew | was 
avoiding the truth, but he said nothing more to me about it. | sulked 
down the hill after him and kept my cloak close to my body. 

When we were standing at the bottom of the hill, where | could 
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plainly see my home in every direction, my breath caught in my 
throat and tears stung my eyes. | could see boats in the northern 
ocean, too far for my people to get to but near enough to easily 
cause damage. | could see ashes drifting in the breeze, covering 
everything. | could smell the fire that had burnt so much of Feruneth 
to nothing but shambles. | saw no one in the streets, heard nothing 
except dead silence. | imagined the war had moved farther east and 
the sight before me was all that was left of the western side of my 
country. | wiped a hand over my eyes and followed the archer deeper 
into my home. 

| couldn’t help but notice how dilapidated things had become in 
such a short amount of time. Unless, of course, this had been 
happening for longer than | knew. Father had never been one to take 
immediate action unless it directly endangered him or the castle, so 
there was a high possibility that it had been going on for months. | 
wouldn’t have known anything about it because | was kept inside the 
castle and the castle courtyard. lt was for my own safety, I’d been 
told. Yeah, right. More likely for the safety of my father’s popularity 
with the public. 

| was distracted from my thoughts when | heard someone moan. 
The sound came from my left and | glanced at Amadeus. He shrugged 
and followed me past several buildings and through piles of destroyed 
buildings. | first saw the legs of someone who looked young. When 
we got nearer, | saw a child and his mother. The woman’s son was 
bleeding from his temple, and his leg was pinned under several fallen 
beams from a building that had collapsed recently, | supposed due to 
the heat and damage it had endured. | ignored everything the archer 
was trying to tell me and crouched beside the woman and her son. 

| met her eyes and frowned. “How long have you been here?” 

She shook her head. “A few days. | tried to look for help, but 
everyone else was gone. They’re all in the east fighting the war.” She 
brushed tears from her eyes, smearing soot and ash on her face. “Will 
you help me? Please, young man, I’m begging you. Please help me get 
my boy home.” 

| nodded. “Of course.” 

| gestured for Amadeus to come over and we began to move 
away the beams over the boy’s leg. There were four and by the time 
we were moving the fourth, | nearly dropped it. | was feeling faint 
with exhaustion, and | was chilly despite the sweat | was covered in. 
| hid this from Amadeus and passed it off as nothing to worry about, 
and the boy was wrapped in his mother’s arms quick enough. | helped 
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her up and made sure she wasn’t tn any way hurt. 

“No, I’m fine. Thank you both. | owe you my boy’s life.” 

“Nonsense.” | coughed. “You owe us nothing. Go home and tend 
to your son, ma’am.” 

“Yes, of course. Thank you.” 

As she was walking away, the boy reached out and grabbed my 
hand. | looked down at him and listened to his soft words. “Thank 
you, King Theophilus.” 

| smiled gently and watched them walk away before letting it 
fade. Amadeus took me by the arm and led me away from the entire 
scene, scolding me the whole time. | caught little of what he had to 
say, as | wasn’t all that interested in listening to him rant. It wasn’t 
like | had nearly dropped the beam on purpose, after all. lt was an 
accident, and it was over now. He took us back to the road we’d been 
following east, toward the farm we needed to get to, and took me by 
both shoulders. 

“You aren’t even listening to a word | say, Theo.” 

“There’s no need. It’s past now, and it’s not like | actually did 
them any harm. | didn’t even drop the stupid beam.” 

“| Rnow, but that isn’t what’s important here. The fact that you 
might have dropped it at all is what concerns me. You aren’t yourself, 
and | don’t think it’s wise for you to fight in this condition.” 

“And what condition is that?” | snapped. 

“You tell me.” 

| sighed and shrugged his hands away. “It’s nothing, and we’re 
wasting time standing here when there are people who need us.” 

“That ts a lie. It isn’t nothing.” 

“Look, you didn’t tell me about your arm because you didn’t 
want to worry me.” 

“It wasn’t detrimental to my health.” 

“Neither is this, Amadeus. I’m fine, so can we please go to the 
farm and stop the war before it gets any worse? Please?” 

“I’m going to trust you on this, but if you’re lying to me, which | 
suspect you are, then we’re going to have a serious talk about where 
my loyalties lie. | did not agree to serve a liar, Theo, so you better not 
be one.” 

| blew out a breath. “I’m not lying. It really isn’t anything to 
worry over.” 

“Okay.” 

He walked ahead of me, regardless of his not knowing where he 
was going, and | followed him. | decided it would be better to have 
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that conversation later when he was perhaps in a more agreeable 
mood. For now, | sulked behind him and tried my best to hide the 
shivers which insisted on staying inside me. | think | did a pretty 
good job of hiding my fatigue the more we walked. | began to geta 
little warmer as the sun rose to the middle of the sky, which was a 
relief because my shoulders ached from being hunched for so long. | 
relaxed and walked ahead of the archer, beckoning him to follow me. 
He did, though he said nothing the entire way to the farmhouse. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 


When we got to the farm, | rested my hand on the hilt of my 
sword instinctively. The entire area was gray and there was still 
smoke rising from the ground. The crops were ashes, the house and 
fences in ruins. It was a pitiful sight, and it made me sick. How could 
| have let this happen to my people? To my home? The second | left, 
things deteriorated. | hadn’t come home fast enough to prevent the 
worst, because it had already happened. Everything before me, it was 
all awful. It was worse than anything | had seen in my dreams. My 
country would never know how sorry | was that | had left them in 
their greatest need. Truly, it brought tears to my eyes, and | gagged 
out the food I’d eaten only a few hours ago. 

With my arms around my sides, | doubled over and coughed out 
everything | had consumed. It wasn’t a pretty sight, and | was glad 
no one was around to see it. Obviously, I’m not counting Amadeus. 
He waited patiently for me to finish being sick, then took my arm 
and led me to a stump of sorts where | could sit. | only stayed there 
for a short minute before standing again and wiping sweat from my 
brow with my cloak. The archer glared at me and hardened his glare, 
quite an accomplishment, when | refused his proffered water. 

“I’m not thirsty and I’m not eating anything else,” | said. 

“Yes, you are thirsty. Throwing up makes people thirsty, Theo.” 

| rolled my eyes. “Whatever. I’m not drinking it, unless you want 
me to throw it all back up?” 

He begrudgingly put away the flask and sighed. “If you would 
sleep, we wouldn’t be having this conversation at all.” 

| began to walk toward the farmhouse, still with my hand on 
the hilt of my sword. “I will sleep as soon as my people have won the 
war.” 

“You have great confidence in Feruneth’s ability to win.” 

“Only because I’m certain we will win. Weyannor ts good and 
they have sufficient means to destroy us, but they don’t have me on 
their side.” 

Amadeus snorted. “And you alone are going to win this war for 
your people?” 

| nodded. “You kill a snake by cutting off its head, and that’s 
what | intend to do tn this war.” 

“What if the snake isn’t there?” 

*He-is.! 

“How do you know that?” 
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“Because he wants to see me broken when he takes my throne 
and destroys my home.” 

“You’ve clearly thought this through before.” 

“He hasn’t made his intentions obscured, Amadeus. I’ve always 
known this is what he wanted more than anything, but Father 
seemed to become deaf any time | brought the subject up, so | 
stopped trying and let things happen as they would.” 

Amadeus furrowed his brow. “You often talk about King Osric as 
though you’ve known him your whole life.” 

| peered through a window of the farmhouse and didn’t see 
anyone, so | sat in the burnt grass and leaned against the rotting 
wood. “I’ve Rnown him since | was twelve.” 

“How?” 

| winced at the memory. “It was the first time he got his hands 
on me. Or rather, the first time Seabert brought me to his king.” 

“When you were twelve? | don’t believe that. What would he 
want with such a young prince?” 

“He wasn’t the king then, his father was. Seabert worked for 
Zadok, Osric’s father, before he worked for the current king. Zadok 
wanted my father to wage a war against him, so he had Bert capture 
me. Too bad for him, he didn’t know how cowardly my father was. He 
would have done anything to keep war out of his country. Zadok 
threatened to let his son kill me, but my father proposed a 
compromise. If they returned me to him alive, he would give his 
portion of the ocean to Weyannor. During this time, | was locked in 
the dungeons very securely because | had already escaped once. | 
didn’t really trust my father to bring me home in One piece. Anyway, 
Osric came down there and told me he was going to let me go home 
after one thing. He broke my arm, and | was sent home with 
manacles still around my wrists and atop a horse.” 

“You stayed on the horse the entire time without holding on to 
anything?” 

| chuckled bitterly. “No. | fell off less than halfway there and 
had to walk the rest of the way. It was lucky that Mother was still 
tolerating me at that point, else | would have died an early death.” 

Amadeus stayed silent after that and leaned against the house 
beside me, arms folded over his chest. | watched the smoke curl up 
from the ground, absently wondering whether Feruneth would ever 
be as it once was. With all the money and land we had, | was sure we 
could do something about it, but that was for another time. | sawa 
man walking toward us with a slight limp and rose to my feet witha 
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hand on my sword. As he got closer, | recognized him. His hair was 
grayer than | recalled and his beard longer, but | knew the man, 
nonetheless. His name was Collin Dresden, my uncle and head of my 
father’s council. He put his hands on my shoulders when he got near 
enough and pulled me into a tight embrace. 

| pulled away and smiled. “| was wondering if Ambrose might 
send you, Collin. It’s good to see you, and it’s even better to talk to 
you.” 

He looked me up and down from head to toe and frowned. 
“Theo, my boy, you’re thinner than | remember. Have you been 
eating?” He studied my eyes. “Or sleeping?” 

| shrugged his concerns away. “I’m all right.” 

“I’m sorry about your father and your mother, Theo. You know, 
before Ambrose came with news that you were alive, we thought you 
were dead as well.” 

“I’m sure many of the people wish | were.” 

He smiled sadly. “I’m sorry, my boy.” 

“It’s fine, Collin. Really.” | gestured to the archer. “This isa 
friend of mine. His name is Amadeus. Amadeus, this is my uncle, 
Collin Dresden.” 

They shook hands, and my uncle turned to me. “You trust this 
man, Theo?” 

“With my life.” 

“Then I’m glad you’re here to help us fight, Amadeus.” 

“Likewise,” Amadeus said. 

They grew silent, and both looked at me expectantly. | held up 
my hands. “| don’t Rnow where we’re supposed to be going. That’s 
your job, Collin, but | do think we ought to be going now.” 

“All right. Ambrose and your sister are in the castle, waiting on 
you to hurry up and get there.” 

“Look, |am exhausted and cold, and it isn’t my fault that you 
took the scenic route to get here. Ambrose can be patient for once in 
his life, and so can the rest of whoever’s there with him. And maybe 
I’m not looking forward to hearing them tell me how sucky of a 
person lam.” 

Collin and Amadeus sighed. “How can you be cold in this 
weather?” the archer asked. 

“| just am, okay? Quit asking me that.” 

| walked away from both uncle and archer, making my way 
toward the castle. I’d been able to see the massive building for quite 
some time now, but it would still take nearly an hour to get there. | 
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could hear the two men talking about me as we walked, and | did my 
best to ignore them. Amadeus, | knew, was filling my uncle tn on 
everything that had happened. That was fine, | just prayed he 
wouldn’t go into too much detail because Collin would get upset 
with me and he’d want to see the burns for himself, and | was too 
tired for that. Besides, he would be excruciatingly persistent with 
questions about why | was cold and why | wasn’t eating until 
eventually, | would get frustrated and yell the answer at him anyway. 
Amadeus excelled at the same thing, only he usually waited until | 
was already too tired to stand so | wouldn’t be as argumentative. 

Thankfully, | think Amadeus knew me well enough to know 
what he should tell my uncle and what he knew | didn’t want him to 
say. The archer probably knew me better than my uncle as the two of 
us hadn’t really spoken in the past twelve years, which was just as 
well because | trusted Amadeus more than my uncle. Perhaps that 
was stupid of me without really knowing Collin, but | knew my 
father and if they were in any way similar, then we would havea 
problem. | didn’t think he was like Father—he hadn’t been when | was 
younger—but people could change overtime. | wouldn’t put it past 
the man to act more like my father now that Father was dead, and 
that would absolutely end horribly. Amadeus had already taken that 
place in my life, and | knew he wouldn’t ever act the way my father 
had. He was a better man than that. 

| glanced up and noticed the sun wasn’t directly in the sky’s 
center anymore, which was fantastic. | was glad it wasn’t really 
setting yet because | didn’t want to be fighting a war in the dark. 
Granted, that was typically the time of war for collecting wounded 
and burying dead, but still. | would take no chances with my country 
or with my soldiers. | meant to find Osric and kill him myself, after | 
forced him to make his army surrender to me. If | died trying to do 
that, then so be it, but | would try until | drew my last breath. 

| cast a watchful eye and paused a good distance from my 
castle, the hand on my sword going limp. Right outside the building 
were men everywhere. Some lay scattered on the ground, some stood 
and fought, others ran when they could. Most of our people were 
soldiers and men from the villages who volunteered to fight. | could 
tell we were losing. Osric’s army was simply too powerful and 
weapon heavy. | saw our archers take down a few enemy soldiers, 
but Weyannor’s archers were equally as good. It was a hideous sight 
and one that | sincerely prayed | could put an end to. 

| turned away from the scene and looked first to Amadeus after 
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gathering my thoughts. “Amadeus, | need you to join our other 
archers. If they’re low on arrows, there are more in the castle armory. 
Someone inside will direct you to it, and if they don’t then come find 
me. Use your sword if you must, and please, please,” | continued 
seriously, “don’t die. As your king, | am giving you strict orders to 
keep yourself alive at all costs, Amadeus.” 

He bowed. “| wouldn’t dream of dying, my king.” When the man 
stood, he gripped my shoulder and squeezed it. “Theo, | know what 
you mean to do in this battle, and | won’t try to stop you. | will ask 
you not to do it if there is any risk of your death though. There are 
people who need you, contrary to what you may believe about 
yourself, and your sister is far too young to take the throne. Do you 
understand me?” 

“Be careful, Amadeus,” | said. 

He nodded at me and left to join the other bowmen in trees and 
behind the castle walls. Thinking back to that day, | might have even 
noticed a few splayed out on the roofs of the castle. | tore my gaze 
from the archer when my uncle turned me toward him and lifted an 
eyebrow. 

“What are you going to do?” he asked. 

| glanced over my shoulder again at the war and sighed deeply. 
“| need to get inside the castle first. Ambrose needs to hear 
something | have to say, and so do my people. He’ll Rnow a place 
where everyone will be able to hear me. Besides that, I’m going to 
fight alongside my people.” 

Collin narrowed his eyes. “Mmm. There’s something else.” 

“Nothing you should concern yourself with, Collin. I’ll be fine, | 
promise. I’m not going to do anything more dangerous than joining a 
war. TO make matters worse, the moment Weyannor knows I’m here, 
they won’t care about anyone or anything else. It’s dangerous for me 
to be here at all.” 

“Then you should have stayed away.” 

| shook my head. “No. That’s something my father would have 
done, and |! am not my father, Collin. | need to be here for Feruneth. 
They need someone to lead them, else we’ll never stand a chance.” | 
began to give him instructions before he said another protesting 
word. “Collin, | need you to come with me to the castle. | want us to 
avoid any detection and the moment you see me go inside, leave. 
Gather as many men from the southern and northern cities of 
Feruneth as you can and bring them here to fight. Make sure they 
understand the risks perfectly and provide them with weapons and 
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anything else they may need. I’ll send more men out with you as 
soon as | get into the castle. Will you do this for me, Collin?” 

He nodded slowly. “Yes, of course I’ll do it, but if | come back 
and you’re dead, I’m going to kill you.” 

| cocked my head. “I’d already be dead.” 

“| don’t care. | would find you and | would kill you myself.” He 
smiled tiredly and softened his tone. “How many people do you think 
have asked you not to die today?” 

| couldn’t help but smile a little myself. “Too many.” 

“Then you better keep your word to us all.” 

| turned back to the castle and nodded toward it. “We need to 
be going now, Collin. Follow me.” 

| turned on my heel and took to the left of the path because 
there was a part of the castle wall that acted as a door. Only myself, 
Ambrose, and my sister knew of its existence and that was precisely 
where | meant to go now. We wouldn’t have to worry about anyone 
finding us because | would make sure that none of them saw me 
when | went inside my castle. 

| made a wide arch around the soldiers who were battling, not 
wanting to hurt anyone unless it was necessary. | didn’t believe it 
was necessary. In fact, | was positive that killing was avoidable for 
everyone with the exception of Osric. | led my uncle to the castle 
wall without too much trouble from anyone and asked him to keep 
watch while | felt around for the entrance. | slid my hands over the 
pure white stones of my castle, feeling for the familiar outlines of 
the doorway. | was halfway down the wall when Collin told me to 
hurry up. | felt the far end of the wall and my fingers slid over the 
grooves of the loose, dismantled wall piece. | motioned for Collin to 
come over with me and he did while still keeping a watchful eye on 
the corner. 

“You remember what | asked you to do?” | whispered. 

He gave a sharp nod. “Yes, Your Majesty.” 

| clicked my tongue. “Your Majesty won’t do.” 

“What should | call you then?” 

“Theo.” 

“You have to have a royal title.” 

“Fine. King Theophilus if you must call me something.” 

He bowed before embracing me. “Stay safe, my boy.” 

“Ill do what | can, Collin.” | pulled away. “I’m sending three of 
Ambrose’s best men after you. You’ll Rnow them because they’ll each 
carry a large stone and all three will ride gray horses.” | pointed 
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south. “The sooner help arrives, the better. Best of luck, Collin. I’ll see 
you again when this is all far behind us.” 

“I’ll see you soon, King Theophilus, and | pray it will be in one 
piece.” 

| smiled grimly and pushed the wall of the castle inward, 
steadying it before it could fall and stepping inside my castle. | gave 
my uncle a last glimpse before replacing the abysmally constructed 
wall. | turned on my heel and a thousand memories came flooding 
into my head. My father and | arguing, Mother talking to me 
seriously, Lici wandering the castle halls ahead of me. | shook my 
head free of the images and walked down the blue carpet of the 
hallway that would take me straight to the main room, where the 
thrones stood and where | was sure someone could direct me toward 
Ambrose. 

As | walked, listening absently to my echoing footsteps, | was 
glad the white walls were so thick, and every window was stained. 
That way, it was impossible to hear the war raging right outside and 
equally difficult to see the accidental stains that marred the 
windows. If my father had never done another good thing in his life, 
at least he had done a fine job redesigning the castle when he took 
the throne. If nothing else, it gave a sense of invitation and warmth, 
and | was glad that it was where | lived. 

| walked down the blue carpet, eventually stepping into the 
main room where everyone was gathered, either on the floor or on 
makeshift chairs that had been brought in for wounded and basically 
anyone who wished to sit. | pulled my cloak over my shoulders and 
avoided every single person’s gaze as | passed them, not wanting to 
see the hatred and utter disappointment | knew would be there. | 
didn’t need to hear their insults nor their curses, and | could do 
without their spit landing on my boots. | couldn’t stop the mothers 
from pulling their children out of my vicinity though, and | couldn’t 
prevent the children from absently stepping on my boots and cloak 
and nearly pulling me down. | didn’t have it in me to yell at the 
children, after all. | wasn’t sure | had it in me to yell at anyone, to be 
honest. 

| stopped in the middle of the room, glancing around for my 
friend, but | didn’t see him anywhere. Among everyone there, | 
recognized many of the people, and | saw in their gazes that they 
recognized me just as well. | did notice a man with dark skin 
standing in one of the corners, his mass of dark hair resting over is 
shoulders. | went over to him and touched his arm to get his 
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attention. Finnian turned toward me, and a grin spread over his 
wizened features. 

“King Theophilus, dear boy. | didn’t think | would see you again. 
How are you doing these days?” 

“I’m fine, Finnian, thank you. | trust you’ve been keeping 
yourself well?” 

“Always, my king, always.” 

| nodded. “I’m glad, but | haven’t the time to spare. Do you 
know where Ambrose is? | need to speak with him directly.” 

“Sir Cohen and the princess went to the Great Hall, and he had 
guards stationed at the entrances to keep any uninvited guests out. 
He told us he was waiting for someone, likely you, and that 
strategies would be underway shortly. After that, he and the princess 
left. 

| was about to bid the man farewell, but a thought occurred to 
me. “Could | ask a favor from you?” He nodded. “| need three large 
stones that will easily fit tn a man’s pocket or saddlebag.” 

“May | ask what for?” 

“It isn’t important. Bring them to me in the Great Hall, if you 
would.” 

“Of course.” 

“Thank you, Finnian. | hope to see you soon.” 

“And | you, my king.” 

| bowed my head in acknowledgement of what he’d said and left 
the main room promptly, heading directly into the Great Hall where | 
was now certain Ambrose, the council, our soldiers, and many others 
would be waiting for me to give them proper orders. | pushed my 
fingers through my hair in anxiety; | couldn’t help it. | had never seen 
Father plan for war nor give orders to his soldiers during a war. He 
had definitely never spoken to me of such things. | had no clue what 
| might say or whom to address and if they all hated me, then what 
was the point anyway? There was no guarantee that any of them 
would listen to me. Why should | give them some uplifting speech 
when they would be heedless of my words? The answer: | shouldn’t, 
and | didn’t mean to. | had other things | needed them to hear. Things 
that were arguably more important. 

The guards at the entrance to my hall bowed when they saw me 
and let me tn without any explanation required. | was glad they 
recognized me and hadn’t said anything. The chattering and 
conversing grew silent the second | stepped a foot into the Great 
Hall. They all turned to me, and | was surprised to see most of them 
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lower themselves into bows. 

| motioned for them to rise. “There’s no need for that now. We 
haven’t the time to waste on me—” 

“| couldn’t agree more, Your Majesty,” | heard someone say. 

“Forgive me. | meant that Feruneth is in need of help, and we 
shouldn’t be wasting our time with—” 

“No, you’re right. We shouldn’t waste our time with you, and 
you deserve no forgiveness.” 

| gritted my teeth and closed my eyes briefly. “Can anyone here 
tell me where Ambrose Cohen ts?” 

A hand landed on my shoulder, and it was with great relief that 
| spun around to see my friend. He nodded toward the back of the 
room, where several other men were standing, and | followed him 
over there. “There is still time for them, Theo. You shouldn’t worry 
about it,” he whispered as we walked away. 

| gave him no reply and regarded the men with a courteous nod. 
“Thank you for being here, soldiers.” 

They bowed and glanced between both me and Ambrose, 
apparently unsure of who would be giving orders. As | only had a few 
things to say, | would let my friend give them their most pressing 
instructions. “Before Ambrose says anything, | ask that three of you 
take gray horses and go north to find Collin Dresden, the head 
councilman. He’ll have further instructions for you when you arrive. 
It would be fantastic if you rode fast and hard because Feruneth is 
failing this war.” 

None of the men had time to respond because Finnian pushed 
past several groups of people and presented me with three fine- 
looking stones. | gathered them in my hand and thanked him. “How 
are you with a sword, Finnian?” 

“Not half-bad, my king.” 

“If you’re willing to fight, I’m sure our men would be glad to 
have your service.” 

“Absolutely.” 

| turned back to the soldiers before me and held out the rocks. 
“| need the three who go to take these as well and show them to 
Collin, that he will know | sent you.” 

One man from the group stepped forward and took a stone from 
me, bowing low. When he stood at his full height, he spoke in a soft 
voice only | could hear. “King Theophilus, it is an honor to serve you 
and I’m glad you did not follow in the fate of our late king and queen. 
You have my respect and loyalty.” 
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“1... Thank you.” 

He nodded and left with the stone in hand while | waited for 
two others to volunteer themselves, except none of them did. | 
watched them avoid my gaze with barely concealed looks of disgust 
on their faces. It made me wonder what | had done to these people to 
make them hate me so much. To make them want me dead rather 
than sitting on my father’s throne and wearing his crown. It was as 
though | had personally wronged every man and woman in Feruneth, 
which | had not. | was sick of it. 

| dropped the rocks on the floor unceremoniously and turned to 
address the whole of the Great Hall. “| don’t understand what | did to 
you all to deserve such uncensored hatred nor what | did to deserve 
death. | know that | left when my father died, and I’m sorry that | 
did. I’m sorry | let war into this country, but I’m here now. | came 
back to prevent more deaths, to prevent a civil war, and because 
Feruneth is my home.” | took a breath. “If someone could please 
explain to me what | did that was so heinous, | would love to hear it 
because | cannot lead a people who are heedless of my words.” 

“You led the assassins into our country!” 

“You watched our homes burn and did nothing to stop it.” 

“You dishonored everything the king stood for.” 

“You let the princess get kidnapped!” 

| shook my head. “That isn’t true. | would never stand by and 
watch my sister be taken away. You must understand, | thought she 
was dead. She’s here too, though. Aside from that, the rest are lies. | 
did not lead the assassins here, and | was away when the war began. 
If | had Rnown what was going on, | would have come much sooner.” 

“You should’ve come sooner anyway. In fact, you’re already too 
late. While you were off enjoying yourself, your country has suffered. 
| think | speak for everyone when | say that we don’t want you as 
our king. If you die today, then so be it.” 

| turned around slowly and narrowed my eyes at the soldier who 
had spoken. “You think | was enjoying myself?” 

“Why don’t you tell us what you were doing?” 

“| have spent the majority of my time finding my sister and 
trying to get back here, which is more than | can say for you.” 

“Yeah? You should’ve tried harder.” 

Ambrose shoved the man away from me and cursed at him. 
“You have no idea what he went through to get back here, to save 
the princess.” He spoke louder. “None of you do. Every person in this 
room should be ashamed for such blatant disrespect to your king. 
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Theo has done nothing to deserve any of this. Whatever you think he 
did, it isn’t true, and if it is, then | know for a fact that he hada 
worthy reason for doing it. Any man, woman, or child here who 
doesn’t think this man before you should take the throne is more 
than welcome to leave.” 

| glanced around the room and was astonished that no one 
except the guard left. In fact, many of them grew uncannily quiet, as 
though waiting for my instruction. | blew out a heavy breath and 
faced once more Ambrose’s soldiers. It shocked me that two of them 
had already crouched to pick up the two stones off the floor and 
were bowing. 

“Str Cohen is right. We don’t Rnow what you went through to 
get back to us, but | do know that we’re glad you’re alive. King 
Theophilus, you are a worthy successor after your late father, and 
we’re honored to have you back in Feruneth. | hope you can accept 
this as an apology and a pledge of eternal loyalty to you.” 

| took both of their shoulders, and they stood up. “Thank you, 
so much.” They nodded. “Now go, and don’t forget to take gray 
horses.” 

“We wouldn’t dream of it, my king.” 

The two of them left together and before anyone could distract 
me further, | took Ambrose by the arm and led him out of the hall. 
“Ambrose, listen closely. l’m going to find Osric and | have no 
intention of coming back here until he’s dead and Weyannor has 
surrendered, but | do have some advice. Take out their boats. Ready 
our Cannons and destroy their ships before they fire at the castle. If 
the castle comes down, Feruneth will come down with it. | know you 
don’t like swords and battle, and you never asked to be the captain 
of the guard, but | need you to direct the men and tell them what to 
do. We need as many people fighting as we can get. You’ve done 
beautifully, my friend, truly, and | need you to keep doing it. Only 
until this is all over, then you'll be replaced by Seabert and take my 
uncle’s place. Will you do that for me?” 

“| will, King Theophilus.” 

My shoulders fell in relief. “Thank you. One other thing. Where is 
my sister and who’s with her?” 

He winced. “She’s in your room with Lysette.” 

“Ambrose, were you thinking at all? She is no better than her 
brother! If Lysette took her to Osric, I’m going to kill you myself.” 

Ambrose frowned. “You would never kill me, and she was the 
only one who volunteered.” He gave me a meaningful look. “She said 
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she wanted to talk to you as soon as there was time. Before you go 
looking for her brother, | suggest giving her a few minutes.” 

| shook my head. “Any amount of time alone with her is more 
than enough time alone with her. | have nothing to say to her, and | 
don’t want to hear anything she has to say.” 

“| know how you feel about her, and | know how she feels about 
you, but | think you should give her a chance to explain herself. It 
can’t be that terrible and we’ll take of the war and things.” 

| was about to respond that | would not speak to her when a 
horribly loud noise shook the entire castle, and several screams 
followed shortly after. Evidently, Osric had no intention of giving up 
so easily. “Ambrose, go quickly and ensure everyone is as prepared as 
they can be for what’s coming. Prepare yourself as well, my friend.” 

He nodded solemnly and began to walk away but paused to 
glance over his shoulder at me. “Listen to what she has to say, Theo. 
Please. It might be good for you.” He returned to the Great Hall and 
began to speak calming words to the people, ensuring everything 
would be fine. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 


I retired from the hall altogether and made my way toward the 
Spiraling staircase that would take me directly to my room, which | 
always thought was far too large for a single person. | couldn’t 
believe Ambrose had let her near my sister. He knew what she had 
done, the way she had betrayed Feruneth. All she did was give 
information to her conniving brother so that he could win. She was a 
traitor, and | wanted nothing to do with her. | didn’t want my sister 
to have anything to do with her either. Perhaps her brother was a 
terrible person, but she was infinitely worse because she tricked 
people. She manipulated them into believing her, into trusting her, 
then she gleaned information from you without you ever knowing 
she was doing it. Lysette was, simply put, a nuisance. 

When | madde it upstairs, my hand rested above the doorknob, 
afraid that | might open the door to my room and find it empty. | 
was afraid Lysette might have Lici in there with her, tied up and 
gagged as she had been before. | took a steadying breath, realizing 
how ridiculous | was being, and pushed open the door, closing it 
softly behind me. 

| saw my little sister sitting on my massive bed, the thick, deep 
blue blankets pulled around her. Staring out the window that took up 
an entire wall was Osric’s sister. Her hair was down, and | couldn’t 
help but think it was beautiful. It fell in waves down her back, 
complimenting the light purple dress she wore. It was simple, as all 
the clothes she wore were, but it only made her natural beauty more 
prominent. | turned away from her and sat on the bed with my sister, 
not wanting Lysette to notice me or speak to me. 

“Are you all right, love?” | whispered. 

She smiled at me. “Yes, Theo. Lysette is taking care of me.” 

| frowned. “Is she doing a proper job?” 

“Of course. She told me it was safe in here, you know. She said | 
should stay in your bed and wait for you. She was right. It is safe up 
here and very soft. | like your bed, Theo.” 

| kissed her cheek. “It will be safe as long as you stay put, love.” 

Lici grinned and curled into the blankets. “Okay, Theo.” 

| stood and glanced over at Lysette, my frown deepening. | saw 
a similar expression on her red lips and was glad she wasn’t grinning 
like a crazy person and begging me to kiss her. | shivered at the 
thought and waited for her to say something, but instead of 
speaking, she turned her gaze back to the window with tense 
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shoulders. When she said nothing, | sighed. 

“Why are you doing this, Lysette?” | asked quietly. 

“She needs someone to take care of her, Theo. | thought you 
would appreciate that.” 

| narrowed my eyes. “Don’t lie to me. | know who you are, what 
you’ve done. | don’t trust you.” 

“| know you don’t, but that doesn’t change the fact that I’m 
here, and that | care about you.” 

“Care?” | scoffed. “You care about nothing but your brother’s 
and your own schemes.” 

“Believe what you will, but I’ve done more than you Rnow. I’ve 
lied to Osric—my own brother—to protect you. | fed him false 
information to keep you and your sister as safe as | was able.” 

“You expect me to believe that?” 

“It’s the truth. Maybe I’m a lot of things, but I’m not heartless. | 
didn’t want this war any more than you did.” She looked at me and 
smiled sadly. “I lied to him because of you, and | hope you’ll see that 
in time.” 

| sighed, not sensing any deceit in her words. “If you really care 
for me, then keep her safe and perhaps I’ll take your words into 
consideration.” 

Lysette nodded. “I will.” 

| glanced at Lici, noticing that she had already fallen asleep. 
“For her sake, | hope you mean that, Lysette.” | turned away and left 
the room before she could say anything more or continue to tell me 
how much she cared for me. | won’t lie, she was beautiful and 
perhaps | felt a small amount of something toward her, but | 
wouldn’t go so far as to say | loved her. Wisteria, | had loved, but 
Lysette was... Different. | couldn’t trust her as easily because of her 
brother, and | knew that wasn’t fair to her. She wasn’t her brother, 
and it was unfair of me to treat her as such. Perhaps | would give her 
a chance after all. If nothing else, my sister seemed to like her, and 
that had to count for something. 

| dragged myself back down the staircase and returned to the 
Great Hall again for a final word with Ambrose, assuming he was still 
there. | didn’t see the man when | first stepped inside the large room, 
and | didn’t hear him speaking to anyone either. As | was looking 
around, someone noticed my look of confusion and directed me 
toward the center of the room where Ambrose was helping someone 
with their armor. | thanked the woman and walked toward the 
captain, patiently waiting until his business with the young soldier 
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was finished before speaking to him. 

“| won’t mince words. Where’s a place | can go so everyone can 
see me?” 

Ambrose shrugged, adjusting his own silver armor. “One of the 
turrets or something. It’s your castle, Theo. You of all people ought to 
know a place for that.” 

| gripped his shoulder. “Keep your head high and keep your heart 
sturdy. In war, there are no second chances. There are no takebacks. 
There are only the battles we face and the resolve we muster. Stay 
strong, stay true, and we can win.” 

“How long did it take you to come up with that?” 

| glared at him. “A couple seconds.” 

“Well, it’s nice. | hope your people hear you, my king, and | hope 
you know what you’re doing.” 

Ambrose gave me a last, weary smile before gathering most of 
the people in the hall and leading them into war. | pulled my 
thoughts together and left the Great Hall for good this time, heading 
instead to the stairs that would take me to the top of the castle. | 
walked deliberately, with my fingers on the hilt of my sword, a 
million things | wanted to say to my people going through my head. | 
didn’t want to distract them from the war, obviously, but there were 
a few things that | absolutely had to say to them at that moment. If 
they didn’t hear me now, then there might never be a chance to tell 
them again. | wanted them to know that there was still a chance to 
win this war, that | would not stop fighting until Feruneth was 
victorious. | wouldn’t stop fighting until | drew my last breath, and 
my people needed to hear me say that. | needed to hear myself say it. 

| dragged my feet up the long staircase, coughing into my cloak 
and taking a deep breath. If Amadeus saw me now, | could only 
imagine what he would say. | was sure | didn’t look ready to fight a 
war, much less the leader of Weyannor, and | doubted Amadeus would 
keep his thoughts to himself when he saw me. The man could be 
brutally honest, something | usually appreciated more than | could 
say. | prayed he and Ambrose would both make it through the day. 
Well, | prayed many of my people would make it through the day. | 
wanted to see Collin again, to see Finnian, | wanted to talk some 
sense into Seabert’s thick skull, and | wanted more than anything for 
this war to be over. It had already been going for weeks, and my 
soldiers’ strength wasn’t perpetual. If | didn’t make it through the 
remainder of the day, | prayed the rest of my people would keep 
fighting and kill the serpent who had done this to my country. 
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| walked off the top step into one of the turrets and walked out 
onto the castle wall in the front, my hand gripping the hilt of my 
sword tightly. It was chillier up there than | had anticipated, and my 
cloak blew away from my shoulders. | shivered slightly and swepta 
hand through my hair, still unsure what exactly | meant to say. Up 
where everyone could plainly see me, | was sure to draw unwanted 
attention to myself, but | hoped some of my allies were up there with 
bows in hand. 

| looked down at everyone below me, yelling at one another and 
gathering in masses to fight until their opponents were dead. | saw 
equal amounts of unmoving men in both red and blue. It gave mea 
small flicker of hope that at least our people weren’t the only ones 
dying. | caught glimpses of arrows streaking down from tress or from 
the castle turrets. | saw men running away, too afraid to continue 
fighting. | glanced out toward the ocean and saw the boats still 
there, but | also saw our men readying cannons to fire at them. From 
atop the castle, | easily noticed more of Osric’s army gathering to 
fight my people and it looked as if they might succeed. Weyannor had 
far more soldiers than | could ever hope to have, but there was a 
chance that Collin and the others would return from the north and 
south with more men ready to fight for their country. As | looked 
down at my people struggling, at Osric’s people gaining the upper 
hand, it took everything in me not to fall to my Rnees and surrender. 
It felt so much simpler than any alternative. lt took everything in me 
to stay steady there on the castle wall, but | did. | did because | 
couldn’t quit without ever having begun. 

After closing my eyes briefly, | spoke loud enough for everyone 
below to hear me, whether friend or foe. “| won’t pretend that | know 
what I’m doing because | don’t. To be honest, | don’t think anyone 
here truly knows what they’re doing. Weyannor attacked our 
country, but to what gain? Land? Riches? Let me tell you this: 
Nothing can be gained from worldly things like gold and property. The 
only things those give us are greed and corruption. Riches are nothing 
without someone to impart them to. Property is nothing without a 
family to make it a home. Humility, compassion, forgiveness. Those 
are the things we, as a people, should strive to attain, not the things 
of earth, not physical treasures. They mean little more than dirt. As 
your fellow countryman, | am begging you to consider what | have 
said. Fighting will only lead to more destruction until there is nothing 
left of the world except defeat.” 

| took a deep breath and set a hand on the turret beside me. 
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“However, if there must be war, then keep your heads high. Keep your 
hearts sturdy. In war, there are no second chances. There are no 
takebacks. There are only the battles we face and the resolve we 
muster. Stay strong, stay true, and we can win. We can take back our 
kingdom.” 

| stayed there and heard the people below me cheer. Well, | 
heard the people of Feruneth cheer briefly before the battle stole 
their attention. | meant to stay there a moment longer, waiting to 
see if | could spot Osric, but Weyannorian archers began to shoot 
arrows at me and invade the castle to meet me on the wall. | took 
that as my cue to leave, and | absolutely would have if | hadn’t seen 
Amadeus about to be killed. 

Directly to my right, at the other end of the wall, a man from 
Weyannor was using his sword to push the archer to the edge of the 
wall where he would fall to his death. | unsheathed my own blade 
and went as quickly as | dared across the castle wall, never letting 
my gaze stray from the two men. | noted as | made my way closer to 
them how steady Amadeus appeared to be, and how insecure the 
other man’s footing seemed. He was dreadfully wobbly, and | 
wondered whether his own weapon was throwing him out of balance. 
The moment | saw the Weyannorian lose his footing altogether, | 
sheathed my sword and ran across the wall, throwing myself on my 
stomach and reaching out to grasp the man’s forearm. His 
momentum nearly threw both of us from the castle, but as the wall 
was less wide than | was tall, | hooked my feet at the opposite edge 
and caught myself. 

He looked up at me and | noticed recognition flash in his eyes. 
“King Theophilus?” 

“Yes.” My grasp slipped ever so slightly, and | turned to the 
archer who appeared to be standing idly by. “Amadeus, | wouldn’t 
mind your help with this.” 

“He doesn’t need to be saved, Theo.” 

| tried to pull the man up toward me, but that only loosened my 
footholds. “Yes, he does. You once told me you wouldn’t leave me to 
die because everyone deserves better than that. Please, Amadeus. 
Help me pull him up.” 

“You aren’t a killer, he is.” 

“Amadeus, I’m going to have you thrown in the dungeons for 
ignoring your king’s direct order if you don’t help me right now.” 

He rolled his eyes and took hold of the man’s other arm and we 
pulled him back onto the wall where he fell to his knees and begged 
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me to let him live when | put the tip of my sword to his heart. 

“The only way you can repay me is by pledging loyalty to me 
until the day you die and by fighting for Feruneth, not for Weyannor. 
If you do not do these things, you won’t live another minute.” 

He nodded vehemently. “| swear I’ll fight for Feruneth. | swear it 
on my son’s life, just please don’t kill me.” 

| yanked him to his feet and shoved him toward the stairs | had 
recently used. “If | see you opposing my country, | will personally 
hunt you down and kill you myself. Am | clear?” 

He nodded again and ran into the turret, hurrying down the 
stairs. | returned my sword to its scabbard and wiped a hand down 
my face, turning back to Amadeus and looking the man over. In the 
fading sunlight, | could not see a single injury on him. | felt a 
lightness in my heart to know that he was all right. 

“Honestly, can’t you just do as | ask?” | said. 

“Not when it’s a thoughtless command.” 

“| thought that through very well before asking you to help me, 
Amadeus. He wouldn’t have tried to attack me. | saw it tn his eyes.” 

Amadeus sighed and didn’t speak of it further. “| heard your 
speech, Theo.” 

“Oh.” 

“Don’t sound so glum. You did a fine job.” 

“| suppose.” 

“You did. You sounded good.” He cocked an eyebrow. “Is 
something the matter?” 

| shook my head and turned away from him. “No. I’m fine. | need 
to find Osric and put an end to this though. It’s hideous.” 

“Such is the way of war, my king.” 

“Well, | hate it and I’m beginning to understand why my father 
did everything he could to avoid it.” 

Amadeus turned my head toward him. “You don’t look good, 
Theo. Are you sure you’re all right?” 

“I’m certain. Everything is fine. | should get going.” 

“Wait, before you go. Have you eaten anything? Had anything to 
drink? You look no healthier than the men lying dead on the 
battlefield.” 

“Thanks a bunch, Amadeus,” | said dryly. 

“That wasn’t an answer.” 

| cleared my throat. “I’m not a child. I’m perfectly fine. Thank 
you for your concerns, but | must be going now. Osric cannot be 
allowed to continue in his ways. Stay away from death, Amadeus, 


14 


okay? | don’t think | would be fine if you died.” 

He smiled. “As you wish, my king.” 

He returned to his place on the wall, leaving me to go find the 
deranged king who was destroying my country. | fell down the last 
few steps when another noise, which | supposed must have beena 
cannonball, shook the castle. Someone pulled me to my feet, and | 
was about to thank him when | noticed the red he wore. He barely 
had his hand on the hilt of his weapon when | sliced open his leg, 
gave a quick apology as he fell, and ran out of the castle entirely. 

Since I’m not a complete doofus, | did not continue to run, 
rather | stopped moving altogether the moment | was outside the 
castle walls and scanned the battlefield with my eyes. | was glad to 
see several of my people on horses, fighting from atop the saddles. | 
saw a few Weyannorians on horses as well, but theirs were quickly 
shot from underneath them, leaving them to be trampled or simply 
tumble to the ground and run for their measly lives. | saw Ambrose, 
and that gave me a bit of hope that perhaps all my friends wouldn’t 
die during this war. Some of them would, of that | was sure, but | 
prayed with everything tn me that it would not be all of them. | 
prayed that this war would end with Feruneth as the victors because, 
even in death, | would not be able to live with myself knowing what 
Osric meant to do with my country. 

| didn’t see the man | was looking for anywhere, so when a 
soldier in red came toward me, | thrust my sword at him and killed 
him before he could even lift his weapon. | was quickly drawn into 
the battle, and | was fighting alongside my own men before | knew 
what was happening. | saw plenty of them fall, but as much as | 
wanted to stop and take them away for a proper burial, | could not 
leave the war. | helped my men when they needed it and otherwise 
struck any Weyannorian who opposed me directly. As | wasn’t 
wearing any form of protection, | received several small cuts on my 
arms, but nothing that slowed or weakened me. 

As | was nearing the center of the field, an explosion caught my 
eye. Wood flew everywhere, men were screaming, | saw some people 
fling themselves into the ocean. Ambrose had gotten our cannons 
ready at last and blown one of Osric’s precious ships to splinters. | 
was glad of that, but there was little time to think about it. | was 
drawn back to the battle when | was forced to duck in order to dodge 
a deadly blow that would have taken off my head. As | was rather 
fond of my head, | stabbed the man’s leg while | was low, and he 
crumpled with a pathetic swing that missed by a mile. 
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| had just struck another man when | heard the distinct sound 
of hooves. Tons of hooves pounding the ground. Everyone on the field, 
whether in red or blue, swiveled around to see perhaps seventy more 
men on horses riding into battle from both the north and south. | 
recognized Collin amongst them and sent a silent thank you to the 
saints who had protected him. | heard the Weyannorian commanders 
shouting to bring their last round of soldiers and only seconds later, 
there were more men on horses, except this time they all wore red. 

| muttered a few ugly things under my breath before moving 
out of the way of the horses’ paths, afraid to be trampled to death. | 
saw a few men suffer that fate, and pulled just as many out of the 
way, directing them toward safer areas to continue fighting. Most of 
the men and women | helped didn’t recognize me, which | was 
grateful for because | don’t think | could have stood their ridicule 
then. In the face of battle, for someone to tell me to my face how 
terrible of a person | was, | think it would cost me my life because of 
how distracted | would be. 

When the sun was nearly set, casting deep shadows across 
every surface, my gaze fell on something horrible. There was the 
snake l’d been hoping to see, fighting a man whose back was turned 
toward me. It was strange, though, because the man he fought did 
not wear the blue of Feruneth, rather he wore all black. Osric had 
changed his robes to match his soldiers’ attire, but | had not seen 
anyone except that man with black. | narrowed my eyes to see past 
the growing darkness, but | could only make out the man’s silvery 
hair. Evidently, he was older than | was, and he appeared to fight 
rather well. In fact, as | watched him closely, | thought something 
about the way he held himself and the way he moved was familiar. | 
noted the slight limp he suffered from a previous wound. My breath 
caught when | realized who he was, and | was about to go help him 
with the Weyannorian king, but someone pushed me onto the ground 
before | could move and stabbed a man who had been about to take 
my life. 

| sat up and Finnian nodded at me. “Careful, my king.” An arrow 
shot through his chest. | caught him before he fell to the ground. | 
placed both hands over the injury to slow the bleeding, but red still 
seeped through my fingers relentlessly. Finnian took several gasping 
breaths and smiled tiredly at me. “Theophilus, dear boy, I’m sorry.” 

| shook my head at him. “Don’t be sorry, Finnian. You’ve nothing 
to be sorry for. You saved my life, old friend.” 

He closed his eyes. “Yes, | suppose | did,” he rasped, his dark skin 
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paling in the waning light. “You’ll be a great king yet, Theo. Your 
father may not have seen that, but the rest of us have. Keep yourself 
alive, eh?” 

“Finnian, please... Don’t talk like that. Neither of us is dying 
tonight. Open your eyes.” 

He looked at me and there were tears in the man’s eyes. “You 
know, | never liked your father much. | didn’t like listening to his 
voice.” | smiled waveringly. “You’re nothing like he was, Theophilus. 
You’re a far better leader, man, and king than he could ever be and 
Feruneth will be glad when you take your throne. It’s where you 
belong, dear boy.” His eyes glazed over, and he squeezed my hand. 
“Don’t get distracted during the war, and death might avoid you. It 
was an honor to serve you, as always. Thank you, my king.” 

His hand grew limp and fell to his side as | laid him carefully on 
the ground. His green eyes were dim and glassy, so | closed them 
because he could not. | pulled the arrow from his chest and used it to 
stab a man who had gotten too close for comfort. | pulled his cloak 
over his still body and rose to my full height, turning my attention 
back to Osric. 

There were plenty of men who tried to stop me on my way 
toward Osric, but none of them delivered any fatal wounds. Honestly, 
| began to shove them all out of my way as | started to run. Osric 
meant to kill the man he was fighting, and | could tell he was close 
to winning. | saw Osric kick Seabert to the ground and tear his blade 
from his grasp. The next thing | did was thoughtlessly stupid, and 
Amadeus would have killed me himself had he known what | was 
about to do. | ran to them as Osric lifted his sword, and | threw 
myself in front of Seabert. 

| might have screamed when the blade touched my flesh, I’m 
not certain, but | do know that | thudded heavily to the ground with 
warm blood staining my clothes and side. | had given Bert enough 
time to rise to his feet, but Osric was far too prepared, and Seabert 
didn’t stand a chance. Instead of seeing my future captain of the 
guard die, | used my sword to push myself up and stagger behind the 
king, putting my hand on his shoulder and my blade on his throat. 

| leaned close to his ear so that | was sure he heard me. “Drop 
your sword, Osric.” 

He complied and Seabert picked it up. | addressed the assassin 
next. “Seabert, will you pledge loyalty to me as my captain of the 
guard or as anything | ask you to be?” 

He stared at me for a long moment before kneeling. “King 
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Theophilus of Feruneth, | give my loyalties to you, and | swear by all 
that is holy to be whatever you require of me until my departure 
from this life. What would you have me do?” 

| waited until he was standing to push Osric toward him. “Take 
him to the Great Hall and wait for me there. | would appreciate it if 
you tied his hands behind his back and removed his crown.” 

“Is that all? Should | send for someone to escort you?” 

| coughed. “No, thank you. Everyone else is still fighting, Bert. 
This war isn’t over. | can manage.” | leaned on my sword. “Go, 
Seabert. I’ll be there shortly.” 

As Seabert was dragging Osric away, | caught the king’s eye, and 
he sneered. “You’re a fool, Theophilus. Your people hate you and they 
will murder you before there is ever a chance for you to sit on your 
father’s throne. You’re nothing, and they all know it.” 

| ignored his words and made my way toward the battle, 
avoiding as many men as | could, but | was slow, and my strength 
was failing me. | received more cuts than | would have liked but | did 
make it to the castle gate, where | stood as erect as | could and 
spoke loudly. 

“Soldiers, the day is dwindling, and | advise you to tend to your 
wounded and honor your dead before the day begins anew. At sunrise, 
Feruneth will win this war. We have already won. Take this time to 
rest and heal, for there is no need to fight a war that is already over.” 
| grimaced and placed a steadying hand on the castle’s wall, tainting 
its white stones with blood. “Feruneth, as your king, | ask that you 
all retire to the castle and rest. We will take this time to gather our 
wounded and fallen soldiers. Please, let tonight be a calm night 
because heaven knows we heed it.” 

| breathed a sigh when the Weyannorians lowered their weapons 
and began to leave the field with whomever they could carry. | 
watched many of my own people do the same, dismounting their 
horses and stumbling into the castle with wounded. | sheathed my 
sword and dragged myself onto the battlefield to help with the 
wounded. Two men leaned heavily on either side of me, nearly 
pushing me down entirely, but | managed to stay on my feet until we 
were inside the castle, and they leaned on the wall instead of on me. 
| pulled my cloak tighter around my shoulders, coughing lightly, and 
went back outside for more. 

| was helping a mother carry her children inside when Ambrose 
came into the castle with my uncle limping heavily beside him. | set 
the children down with their mother and made my way toward Collin 
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and Ambrose, helping my friend support Collin’s weight. Ambrose, 
who was covered in a countless number of scratches and slices, 
looked over at me and furrowed his brow as we found an empty area 
of wall to lean Collin against. 

“Good to see you alive and standing, Theo. | got worried when | 
saw you run off toward Osric.” He sighed and gestured toward my 
unconscious uncle. “His horse was knocked from beneath him, Theo. | 
couldn’t get there in time to stop the man from cutting open his leg. 
He’s lost a lot of blood already. | tied a piece of my cloak around his 
thigh to slow the blood flow, but | don’t know if it’s going to last. I’m 
sorry.” 

| closed my eyes briefly and stood up slowly, willing myself not 
to wince. “You’ve done more than enough, Ambrose. Thank you.” | put 
my hand on the wall. “You haven’t seen Amadeus, have you?” 

“No. | only caught glimpses of him at the top of the castle wall 
during the war.” 

| nodded. “| need you to get Lysette down here and make sure 
Lici is all right. Will you do that for me, please?” 

He stood. “Yes, of course.” 


“Good. If anyone should need me, I’ll be in the Great Hall.” 
“With all due respect, you really ought to get some sleep, Theo. 
You... You don’t look so good.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “Are you 


hurt?” 

“You sound like Amadeus. I’m fine, and I’ll sleep when Osric is no 
longer king of Weyannor. Besides, there’s something | need to do.” 

“Theo, how come your hand is covered with blood?” 

“It isn’t my blood, Ambrose. It’s Finnian’s.” | turned on my heel, 
a little unsteadily, I’ll admit. “Now if you’ll excuse me, | need to go 
find Seabert. Get Lysette to tend to the wounded and bring as many 
people as can fit. If you find time to make sure my sister is okay, | 
would be thankful.” 

| didn’t see his resigned nod, but | heard his sigh, and that was 
all | needed. | walked down the castle halls, noticing how uneven my 
steps had become. My hand automatically rested on my side, and | 
kept my other hand on the wall for support. The warmth of blood on 
my clothes and fingers didn’t warm me at all, rather | was shivering 
a little by the time | walked into the Great Hall. | noticed the dimly 
lit torches on the white walls and the crying women and children 
who had remained inside the castle during the war. It hurt me 
knowing that some of their fathers and husbands would not be 
returning to them. | supposed that was the price of war. 
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| found Seabert standing near the center of the room and went 
to him. Osric was on his knees before the man, his hands bound, and 
his crown gone. Bert looked up at me as | approached, a slight glint 
of worry in his eyes. 

“You look like death warmed over, Theo,” he said, eyeing my 
hand. “Are you all right?” 

| was beginning to wonder how many people would ask me that 
before the night was done. “For now, it’s fine.” 

He looked skeptical, but didn’t press further. “I’ve done as you 
asked. His crown is in the throne room, and | have guards ready to 
take him to the dungeons.” 

| glanced down at Osric, who was glaring up at me with hatred 
in his pale eyes. | thought he looked better than usual with dirt and 
blood smeared over his face. It hid his more prominently disgusting 
features. 

“What do you want with me, Theophilus?” he spat. “If you’re 
ready to drop to your knees and beg for mercy, you'll find none from 
me.” 

| scowled at him. “I have no intention of begging, Osric. You’ve 
lost, and you must answer for your crimes. At first light, you will 
order your soldiers to surrender to me, or else none of them will 
survive the day.” 

“What if | refuse?” 

“You will watch your kingdom and your people crumble around 
you, and there will be nothing left for you in this world,” | said coldly. 
“Your people are tired. They don’t want to fight for a lost cause. If 
you truly care an inch for their lives, you’ll surrender and spare them 
further bloodshed. Osric, please.” 

The former king’s shoulders sagged, and the fight seemed to 
drain out of him, leaving a hollow shell of the snake he’d been. “Very 
well. I’ll do as you ask.” 

| nodded, wincing briefly and knowing | was losing more blood 
every moment. “Another thing. Your crown will remain with me until 
there is another ruler for Weyannor. Your reign is over, Osric, and so 
will your life be tomorrow.” 

| was satisfied when he looked askance at the words that had 
just left my mouth, and | left him with that to mull over until 
morning. “I don’t want you to leave his side, Bert. Get more guards, 
sure, but you must stay with him also.” 

Seabert nodded, and | walked, staggered really, out of the room 
to find Amadeus. | hadn’t seen him since | was on the castle wall, and 
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that concerned me. If | found him lying dead somewhere, | was going 
to kill him and then | would kill whoever had actually taken his life. | 
never got a chance to go through with murdering anyone, however, 
because the archer found me first. He had an ugly looking slice on his 
arm, but | didn’t see anything aside from that. To tell you the truth, | 
nearly collapsed with relief when | saw that he was alive. What | 
really did was pull my cloak over my shoulders and lean against the 
wall for support while he walked toward me with a hugely 
dissatisfied look in his eyes. 

“Theophilus, | thought | asked you not to get yourself killed.” 

| coughed. “Well, it’s good to see you alive too, Amadeus.” 

“Yes, | didn’t do anything only a moron would think up.” 

“Thank you for such kind words,” | said, the sarcasm thick. 

He wiped his hands down his face. “Look, | know you did 
whatever you thought you had to do and all that, but was it really 
necessary to throw yourself directly in the path of a sword?” 

| winced. “You saw that?” 

“Yes, | saw it, Theo, and | wondered whether you had lost your 
mind entirely.” 

| sighed and slid down the wall a little. “Forgive me for ending 
the war. | didn’t know you loved death so dearly.” 

His demeanor softened. “I’m sorry. You did well. | honestly didn’t 
think you would make it.” 

| coughed, more raggedly this time. “Amadeus, there’s something 
you should probably know.” 

He narrowed his eyes. “What?” 

“You know direct contact is the way people get the illness from 
Tinnober, yes?” He nodded slowly. “Well, Lysette and Wisteria both 
had contact with the sick and with me.” | grimaced and pressed my 
hand harder against my side. “Lysette hugged me that day, and!...| 
kissed Ria, Amadeus.” 

“You waited until now to tell me this? If it wasn’t going to 
affect Feruneth before, you will be the sole cause of another epidemic 
now.” 

| sank down the wall until | was sitting, still with my hand over 
my injury. “I’m sorry, Amadeus. It wasn’t that bad, and | had to stop 
the war.” 

The archer came over to me and crouched down. “Are you all 
right? Aside from the ailment, | mean.” 

“No.” | moved my hand away, which dripped with red, and 
Amadeus released an audible breath. “| apologize.” 
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“Theo, this happened earlier?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Why didn’t someone help you?” 

“| had matters to tend to.” 

He glanced at the injury another time before shaking his head. 
“I’ll do it myself. We’re going to your parents’ room. Where is that?” 

“It’s through the door across the throne room.” 

Amadeus took my arm and hauled me to my feet, leading the 
way through a castle he had scarcely been in. | let him hold me up 
and dragged my feet across the floor, too weary and... Hurt to 
willingly hold myself up. | directed him further into the castle, to the 
heart of the palace, and we did finally make it into the throne room. 
| turned away from Father’s throne, not wanting to remember all the 
times | had seen him there with anger burning in his eyes and not 
wanting to dwell on Osric’s earlier words. 

| pointed toward the door to my mother and father’s 
bedchamber, and the bowman took us there, never growing impatient 
with my sluggishness. | think it might have taken nearly ten minutes 
simply to walk across the room to open the door. | glanced at the 
paintings and the massive bed, wondering whether Mother and 
Father had ever been happy together. They had been for the public, 
but | wondered how many arguments they’d had behind closed doors 
where no one could hear them. All that aside, | collapsed on the bed, 
not caring tn the least that my blood would ruin the sheets. 

| winced at the light when Amadeus lit the candles and oil 
lamps, apparently having found a means to light them. | wished he 
would leave me be, that | could rest, but he did no such thing. He 
told me to sit up, which | begrudgingly did, and to remove my cloak. | 
did that too, and by the time | had peeled off my blood-soaked tunic, 
| was shivering feverishly. | brushed the sweaty hair out my eyes and 
made to lie down again, but Amadeus would have no part of that. 

“I’m sorry but you can’t rest until I’ve dressed the wound.” 

| scowled at him. “Fine. Call Ambrose here with whatever you 
need and ask him to bring my sister with him. | want to see her.” 

“I’m not going to leave you in here alone like this, Theo. You’ve 
lost enough blood as it is.” 

“Then don’t leave. There’s always a guard in the throne room. 
When my sister was born, Father made it so that one man could 
always be found in every room. Naturally, that excluded my own 
room.” 

“| don’t think there are any guards out there.” 
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“Yes, | assure you, One will be there. Call for him and see.” 

The archer got up and went to the door, calling for the guard. | 
looked down at my injury and cringed. Against my pale skin, the red 
was horribly bright. | noticed that the blood flow had slowed down a 
little, but it still burned fiercely. | noticed also that it was startlingly 
deep and had to wonder what Amadeus thought he could do to help 
me. | turned my gaze from the wound when | heard a set of steps 
walking into the room. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


I didn’t recognize the young man who bowed before me, but he 
seemed to know me well enough. | gave Amadeus a triumphant smile 
before turning my full attention to the guard. “What do you need me 
to do, King Theophilus?” 

“| need you to find Sir Cohen and have him bring whatever that 
man—” | gestured toward Amadeus. “—would have him bring. Tell him 
to bring the princess with him and a change of clothes. Also, perhaps 
on your way back to the throne room, you might find me a blanket 
that isn’t white?” 

He stood up and bowed his head. “Will that be all?” 

“| think so, yes. Thank you.” 

The young man turned on his heel and stood before the archer 
while Amadeus gave him instructions. | didn’t really catch anything 
he said, so | preoccupied my mind with memories, good and bad. | set 
them out in front of me and examined each one closely. The majority 
of them were unhappy, though | did find a few that weren’t wholly 
terrible to recall. Three or four of them were actually rather sweet, 
which obviously meant my sister was in them. Anyway, | turned my 
thoughts back to reality after the guard left. 

Amadeus sat in a chair in front of me where he could easily see 
the deep slice. | sucked tn a breath when he felt it necessary to put 
his freezing hands near the injury. After a moment, he dropped his 
hands to his lap and looked at me quite seriously. 

“Theo, you’re not going to like what has to be done,” he said. 

| sighed. “And what is that?” 

“It needs to be cauterized.” 

| cringed. “Is that really necessary?” 

“Entirely, I’m afraid.” 

| dropped my head in my hands and took a shaky breath. “If 
that’s what must be done, then just do it. Only so long as you know 
what you’re doing, that is.” 

“I think | can handle it.” 

“You’re certain?” 

He put his cold hand on my arm. “I’m certain, Theo.” 

| rubbed the weariness from my eyes and lifted my head. 
“Amadeus—” 

“Don’t say anything dramatic like you’re about to die.” 

“| was only going to ask for water,” | muttered. 

“Ambrose is bringing some.” 
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| laid back in the bed and wrapped my arms around myself with 
closed eyes. | was already almost asleep when the archer shook my 
shoulder. | shivered at his touch and sat up, glaring at him. “Quit 
touching me.” 

Amadeus frowned. “You can’t sleep yet. Ambrose will be here 
soon, I’m sure. As soon as the injury ts dealt with, you can rest.” 

“Fine, but if you touch me again, I’ll have your hand cut off.” 

“A little drastic, don’t you think?” 

“No. I’m cold enough as it is.” 

His frown deepened as he set his palm against my forehead to 
test for fever. He didn’t look pleased with me when he moved his 
hand away. “Your fever is rising.” 

“No kidding.” 

Amadeus rolled his eyes at me. “Don’t be so... Sarcastic about 
everything. You’ve lost enough blood and you’ve been ill with the 
Tinnober illness for who knows how long.” He scowled at me. “If you 
hadn’t hid the truth from me for so long, it would have made 
matters much simpler.” 

“I’m not going to die, Amadeus. I’ve had much worse than this.” 

“| don’t care. You nearly got yourself killed because of your 
stupid heroics and mindlessness. If you could go three days without 
getting injured, I’d be impressed.” 

| closed my eyes to rest them and slowly scooted back against 
the headboard, leaning against a pillow and wincing at the sharp pain 
that flared in my side. | glanced briefly at the door, willing Ambrose 
to hurry up, but my thoughts did nothing to quicken his pace. | 
rubbed my eyes and laid my head against the hard wood, wanting 
nothing more than to sleep, if only for a minute. 

“Theophilus, you can rest when it’s done. | need you to stay 
awake right now,” Amadeus’s voice was soft. 

| didn’t open my eyes. “I’m not sleeping, I’m thinking.” 

“What about?” 

| shrugged pitifully. “Do you ever... Regret this?” 

“Regret what?” 

“| don’t Rnow. All of it, | suppose. The fighting, the war, killing 
men who might have been innocent.” 

“My king, were any of them innocent when it was their choice 
to fight this war?” 

“Yes, Amadeus, they were. None of them deserved death. | know 
that some things can’t be avoided, but | don’t believe this war was 
one of those things. Osric sent his men here because of me. | meant 
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to save my people, Amadeus, not destroy their country. It’s no 
wonder they all hate me.” 

“You Rnow they don’t hate you.” 

| turned toward him and opened my eyes, lifting an eyebrow. 
“Do |?” | glanced down at my bloodied hands, thinking of my father’s 
reign and the way everyone seemed to love him so much. “I’m no 
Orpheus.” 

“No,” Amadeus said, “you’re far better. You aren’t leading them 
as a coward would, out of fear. | think you’re leading them away 
from that, Theo, and they will see that in time.” 

| turned away from him and shut my eyes. “Perhaps so, but they 
will never stop comparing me to him.” 

The archer shook his head. “No, you will never stop comparing 
yourself with your father.” 

| clenched my jaw and stayed silent, Rnowing that he was 
exactly correct. | couldn’t quit comparing myself with him because | 
had grown up with him comparing the two of us, always. Every 
example he set; in every instance he would ask why | couldn’t be 
more like him. Why couldn’t | just follow his great example? Why 
wouldn’t | do everything his way? | always gave him the same 
answer, one that mattered little to him. | was not him, | didn’t think 
the way he did, so why did he expect me to follow in his exact 
footsteps? | had to listen to that lecture every day and because of 
that, | never wanted what he had. | hated everything that had to do 
with being the king, with being any form of royalty. It was tiring and 
heavy, and | wanted no part of it if it would make me anything like 
my father. 

| turned my attention to the door when | heard it creak open, 
seeing Ambrose finally walk into the room with his arms full of 
things. | noticed that he held clothes, herbs | couldn’t name to save 
my life, water tn a basin, bandages, anda single glass of water which 
| assumed was for me. Two people came into the room behind him, 
and | felt a smile on my lips when | met my sister’s young eyes. | 
recognized the guard from earlier as well with a blanket that 
thankfully was not white. It was a deep red, which was exactly what 
| needed. It would work beautifully. He brought it to me and draped it 
over my shoulders after bowing deeply. 

“Thank you,” | said. 

He looked up at me and grinned. “It doesn’t seem so long ago 
that | gave you my own blanket to use, King Theophilus,” he said. 

| raised an eyebrow. “How did you get here?” 
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“With Lord Seabert’s other men, but | didn’t fight. | snuck into 
the castle and went straight to the throne room, thinking you might 
be there, but you weren’t. | waited anyway and finally saw you.” He 
frowned. “Certainly not looking well, | might add.” He grimaced when 
he glanced at my side. “How did you get such a wound?” 

| shook my head at him. “Another time, perhaps. | need you to 
find Seabert and guard your former king, if you are loyal to me.” 

He nodded and left without saying anything else, something | 
was glad of. | turned my attention back to the other three people in 
the room, noticing that Ambrose had gotten everything sorted and 
the metal rod was already heating. Rather than focusing on that, 
however, | turned my attention toward my sister and beckoned her 
closer. With a soft, pale blanket pulled against her chest, she climbed 
onto the bed and frowned at me. 

“Theo, you’re bleeding. Did you get hurt?” 

“| did, but it’s all right. Amadeus is going to help me.” 

“What’s he going to do?” 

| shivered and pulled the red blanket tighter over myself. 
“Nothing that will hurt terribly, I’m sure.” 

A little smile shone in her eyes and on her lips. “Okay. Can | stay 
here with you? Lysette went away, and your room is empty.” 

“Of course, but you should sit outside with Ambrose until I’ve 
rested a little. How does that sound, love?” 

Liesel smiled wider. “Perfect.” 

| breathed a sigh of relief. “Amadeus can tell you when to come 
back tn. It won’t be horribly long.” 

She sat up and kissed my cheek. “I love you, Theo.” 

“| love you, Lict. Go with Ambrose.” 

| watched her take my friend’s hand and lead him out the door, 
though | did not miss Ambrose’s scowl at me. | should have told him 
before what had happened, but | had known that there was nothing 
he could do. He would have suggested | ask Lysette, which | might 
have agreed to with a bit of persuasion, but there had still been 
things which required my immediate attention. By then, it was far 
simpler to wait for Amadeus and let him tend to it because | trusted 
that he knew what he was doing. As far as Lysette was concerned, | 
wasn’t sure | trusted her with anything. Well, | trusted her to take 
care of Lici, if only for a little while. With anything else, | would 
choose Ambrose or even Seabert before | even considered thinking 
about choosing her. 

The archer rearranged everything the way he wanted it, and | 
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saw him lift the rod to test how hot it was. It must not have been 
hot enough because he set it back in the fireplace and set himself 
back tn the chair by my bed with the usual concerned dissatisfaction 
in his eyes. “How are you holding up?” 

| took a breath. “I’m not holding up.” 

He rolled his eyes. “Please, try to refrain from being ridiculous.” 

“What do you want me to say? I’m exhausted and I’m in pain. 
I’ve certainly had better days.” 

He sighed deeply and wiped a hand down his face. “Theo, it’s not 
going to be pleasant when | seal your wound, but | need you to be as 
still as possible while I’m doing it. | want it to go quick and | don’t 
want to accidentally burn you anywhere unnecessary. Are you going 
to be able to do that?” 

“l...1 don’t Rnow, but | can try,” | said softly. “I’m already 
burned plenty anyway. | think | can handle another.” 

“I’m being entirely serious, Theo. | need you to not pass out or 
go to sleep. There will be plenty of time to rest when I’m finished.” 

| winced and coughed. “| don’t think that’s exactly true, but all 
right.” 

Amadeus shook his head and gave me a glass of water to drink. 
| let the cool liquid soothe my throat and set the glass back on the 
table. The archer left his seat and returned shortly with something 
else in a glass. It smelled like tea, and | noticed steam curling from 
the liquid’s surface. “Drink this. It’ll help with the pain.” 

| took the glass from him and drank the tea slowly, letting it 
warm me up from the inside. The warmth didn’t last long, but | was 
thankful for the brief reprieve. “Amadeus, | need you to do something 
for me.” He gestured for me to continue. “If | fall asleep when this is 
done, | want you to wake me after an hour.” | turned to him sincerely 
before he could open his mouth to argue. “Please. | can’t stay here 
while my people are out there dying from injuries and things. | need 
to be with them, and | need to see my uncle. He wasn’t faring well 
the last time | saw him, Amadeus. Ambrose said he already lost a lot 
of blood, and | don’t know whether there’s anything Lysette will be 
able to do. | need to talk to her also, and Seabert. Don’t let me sleep 
for longer than an hour, please. Promise me you will wake me up.” 

Amadeus took the empty glass and set it on the table before 
turning to me with clear concern in his tired eyes. “Theo, | really 
don’t think that’s a good idea. You need to sleep. If you could see 
yourself, you would agree with me. | can take care—” 

“| Rnow you can, but it isn’t your duty. As the king, it is my 
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place to see that things are well and to finish the war. You’re my 
man-at-arms, Amadeus. Your only concern right now ts to serve me 
in any way | ask.” 

“No, my job is to ensure you don’t get yourself killed. | wouldn’t 
have agreed to this had | known how difficult it would be.” 

“I’m not going to argue with you. | need you to do as | asked 
and to seal this injury. Please?” 

The bowman sighed and stood up to get the iron rod. | let the 
blanket fall from my shoulders as | lay down in the bed, relaxing my 
body as much as possible. Amadeus returned shortly with the hot 
metal, and | winced at the sight of it. He put a hand on my shoulder, 
and | think | might have noticed a few tears glittering in his eyes. 

“Forgive me, my king,” he whispered. 

| gave him a strained smile. “Always.” 

He set the hot iron to my flesh, and | gritted my teeth against 
the searing pain. It took every ounce of willpower itn my body not to 
squirm away and scream that he was killing me. Just to keep myself 
awake took a lot out of me. | managed not to scream at all, but that 
was only because the pain was so shocking that it stole my breath 
entirely. | released it when Amadeus pulled away the rod and | 
slumped in the bed, sweaty and shivery. | basically felt awful, but | 
kept myself coherent while Amadeus applied a salve and bandages. 
When he finished with that, he pulled me up carefully and helped me 
with my tunic, leaving the cloak folded on the floor where | could get 
it later. He took the soft red blanket and pulled it around my 
shoulders, then the archer smiled at me sadly. 

“You can rest now, Theo, and | will wake you no later than an 
hour. You have my word.” 

| nodded faintly and let my body collapse on the bed, cringing at 
the pain in my side. “Thank you for everything, Amadeus. One day, ll 
find a way to repay you, but not tonight. Thank you,” | breathed. 

He squeezed my shoulder and turned out all the lights, a kind 
gesture despite my knowing how easily | could have fallen asleep 
with them on. | fell asleep in the darkness only moments after the 
archer had left me in seclusion, almost feeling warm as | lay there to 
rest for a little while. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


When Amadeus shook my shoulder to wake me, | felt that it 
had been far shorter than an hour, but | groggily pulled myself into a 
sitting position anyway. Amadeus gave me my cloak and pulled it 
around my shoulders where | fastened it in the front. He took my arm 
and pulled me up. 

| turned to him and frowned. “I can walk on my own, Amadeus, 
and there is something | need you to do for me.” 

He nodded. “What?” 

“Find my sword and bring it to me, please. I’ll be in the Great 
Hall or on the castle walls.” 

“Yes, my king, but | would strongly advise you against doing 
anything reckless. Keep in mind that you’re still ill with the Tinnober 
disease.” 

“| won’t touch anyone, | promise.” 

He rolled his eyes. “It’s already too late for that. You held your 
sister earlier this evening, and you’ve probably infected me as well.” 

“| Rnow, but | can’t just stay in that room forever. If it spreads, 
Lysette knows how to cure it. There are things that | absolutely must 
do, and | need my sword as quickly as possible tn case things do not 
go the way | intend.” 

Amadeus resignedly gave me a bow of his head and left to find 
the sword. | limped out of my parents’ room and found Ambrose 
pacing back and forth while my sister was sleeping in my father’s 
throne. | made my way straight to him and took his elbow to stop his 
incessant movement. “Ambrose, where is my uncle?” 

He turned to me with a deep frown on his face and in his gray 
eyes. “Theo, how long have you been sick?” 

| knew he would be this way. | sighed. “| don’t have time for 
this. Where is Collin?” 

“| don’t know. He was in the Great Hall last time | saw him. 
Lysette was tending to him. How long, Theo?” 

“A while. Since | left Ria’s house, | think. Listen, | need you to go 
out to the courtyard and gather everyone, my people and Osric’s, in 
one place. They need to be able to hear me. Set out some oil lamps 
and candles on the top of the wall as well so they can see me and 
the former king of Weyannor. Ambrose, are you listening to me?” 

He nodded. “Yes, of course | am. I’ll make sure everything is 
ready for you.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “Theo, is there a 
cure for your illness?” 
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“I’m sure there is. It’s probably called sleep. Now go. I’ll take 
care of Lici and find my uncle.” He opened his mouth to say 
something else, but | lifted a hand and shook my head. “Ambrose, 
please.” 

He turned away from me and left the throne room, hopefully 
going off to do what | had asked of him. | staggered toward my sister 
and looked at her small frame curled up in my father’s large throne. 
Her curls were sticking up wildly and the light pink dress she wore 
looked like a flower draped over her. | smiled and leaned down to kiss 
her forehead and lift her into my arms. The change of position didn’t 
wake her, but she did lay her head on my shoulder and wrap her small 
arms around my neck. | carried her with me out of the throne room 
and down the hall which led into the Great Hall. 

The sight | saw in the Great Hall brought tears to my eyes. 
There were women and children crying over their fathers and 
husbands. There were wounded children being cradled in their 
mother’s loving arms, men weeping over dead sons. There was a 
heavy weight that hung in the air and rested in all our hearts, 
especially those who had lost friends and family to the war. | saw 
Lysette move back and forth between the wounded, taking care of 
the worse-off first, then moving to the less fatal injuries. Her hair 
was still draped down her back like a curtain, and it was rather 
beautiful in the dim lighting of the hall. 

| made my way toward her when | didn’t see Collin and waited 
until she wasn’t busy with a patient to touch her shoulder. She 
swiveled around and smiled when she saw that it was me, though it 
quickly faded when she noticed the way | looked and the way | was 
standing. 

“Theo, you don’t look like you should be doing anything except 
resting.” She studied me further. “In fact, you look ill.” Lysette gasped 
and placed her hands over her mouth. “I think you have the Tinnober 
illness, Theo. You need to let me—” 

“Lysette, that can all be done later after this is dealt with and 
I’ve had some real sleep. Right now | need you to tell me where Collin 
is. | want to make sure he’s all right.” 

She dropped her gaze to the floor. “I’m sorry, Theo, he didn’t 
make it,” she whispered. 

| nearly dropped my sister. “You mean he—He’s—Lysette, is he 
dead?” | asked. 

“| did everything | could think of, even cauterized the wound, 
but he had already lost so much blood. If | had gotten to him sooner, | 
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could have saved him, but there were so many others, children, who 
needed my help first. I’m sorry, Theo. | know he was someone 
important to you.” 

| readjusted Licit on my hip and winced at the jolt of pain that 
shot through me. “He was my uncle, yes. !...1 need to speak with 
Seabert, Lysette. Do you know where he is?” 

She pursed her lips. “Perhaps you ought to sit down fora 
moment. You’re pale, Theo. Please.” 

“Not yet. Where is he?” 

“In the courtyard, | think, with Ambrose and Osric.” 

“Thank you. I’ll find something to repay you with when this ts 
all far behind us.” 

| turned on my heel and limped away from the hall, making my 
way down another, lesser hallway which led to the castle gates. | 
held my sister near to me for warmth as | walked down the silent 
hall, wondering about what Ambrose had said about a cure. | didn’t 
truly Rnow whether there was a cure or not, | had just said thatasa 
reassurance. | assumed, with everyone in Tinnober still hanging on, 
there had to be some means of healing them. After all, every single 
person there wasn’t afflicted with the sickness. Not that any of them 
seemed to be faring much better, but still. | was sure Lysette knew 
what the cure was. 

In any case, | turned my attention back to where | was going 
and left the castle, seeing Bert with the guard from before and 
several other men | did not recognize but who wore the blue of 
Feruneth. | limped to them and noticed that Amadeus stood with 
them as well, holding my blade in his hands. Knowing that | was in 
pain and shouldn’t have been carrying my sister, he took her from my 
arms and gave me my sword, which | set to Osric’s heart the moment 
the hilt was wrapped in my fingers. He flinched and glared at me 
darkly, probably instilling as much hatred as he could muster into his 
glare. | ignored it entirely. 

“Osric, former king of Weyannor, you told me that you would 
surrender your people and country to me at first light.” | gestured 
toward the light that shone at the tops of a few trees. “Are you still 
willing to keep your word?” 

He gritted his teeth. “Yes, | will surrender my people to you, but 
they will never respect you. They will never stop trying to make war. 
It is the way of my country, Theo. Another war will ensue, | assure 
you.” 

| clicked my tongue. “No, Osric. Weyannor is not driven by war, 
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its leader is. The people follow you tn war because they are too 
frightened to do anything else, too scared of what might happen to 
them if they dare to disobey your command. You’re like my father in 
that way; cowardly. You make them fear you so that they will know 
to follow you, but that is not the way a king is meant to lead. A king 
should lead with kindness and an understanding of his people’s needs. 
He should provide for his people; the people should not provide for 
him. There is a saying in Feruneth, you know. It comes from a book 
many wizened leaders and saints wrote centuries ago. One proverb 
says: ‘When the righteous are in authority, the people rejoice; but 
when a wicked man rules, the people groan.’”* | lowered my sword 
and gestured toward his people, mulling around and mourning their 
fallen. “Look at them, Osric. Do you think they are happy? Do they 
look glad under your rule?” | noticed his shoulders fall. “They don’t 
because you have chosen a corrupt path, and you led them wrongly. 
I’m sorry, but that ts the truth, and you have sacrificed nothing for 
them.” | took a breath and straightened, wincing briefly. “The amount 
sacrificed is always more important than the amount given, Osric. 
You cannot simply give your people gold or victory and expect them 
to respect you. You must make sacrifices for them, prove to them 
that you are willing to give up everything if it means they will live 
freely and happily. That is the way of a leader.” 

Osric looked like he might cry for a moment, but then he reared 
his head back and spat on my boots. “You say such things, yet you 
yourself are not prepared to abide by them. You will be exactly as 
your father was, Theophilus, because it is tn your blood. You will be a 
coward, just as he was. You will siphon away your precious country 
just as he did to keep war away. You will give away everything until 
there is no country left for you to rule, no person left who respects 
you, no one for you to lead to victory. You will fail and your own 
people will be your downfall.” 

| had half a mind to press my sword back into his chest, much 
harder than | had done the first time, but | refrained. It would not 
prove anything to anyone, and it would only start another war | 
wanted no part of. “There are more important things than victories 
and leadership to someone who isn’t blind, Osric.” | stepped away 
from him and addressed Seabert. “Take him up on the wall. Ambrose 
will likely be there; ask him to stay and wait for me.” Seabert bowed 
and the guards followed him toward the castle. | took the arm of one 
man as he passed, the man who had twice given me warmth. “What 
is your name?” 
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He smiled. “My name is Isaiah, my king.” 

“Well, Isaiah, thank you for the blankets and the bread. | have 
an offer to make and another favor to ask, if | might have a moment 
of your time.” 

“Absolutely.” 

“| would be honored if you would join my royal council as the 
captain of my guard. | trust you fully, despite your former 
occupation, and your advice and instruction would be invaluable to 
me, if that is something you are willing to consider.” 

“There’s no need for consideration, King Theophilus. | will join 
your council as captain of your guard if that is what you wish. What 
is the favor?” 

| took Lici from Amadeus’s arms, grimacing at the sudden 
weight. “Could you take her inside the castle to the kitchen and have 
the chefs watch her? They Rnow her well, and | feel confident they’ll 
keep her safe. One more thing. Tell them | need lots of food prepared 
and ready to be served in the dining hall, if you would be so kind.” 

Isaiah nodded and left the courtyard with my sister in his arms. 
| watched him until he disappeared into the castle, then | looked at 
the archer and noticed his crossed arms and narrowed eyes. “You 
shouldn’t go on that castle wall in your condition, Theo. I’m asking 
you to take care of yourself, just this one time.” 

“| can’t do that. | need to take care of Feruneth first and 
foremost, then | promise | will sleep, and | won’t get out of my bed 
until a week has passed. Is that acceptable?” 

“| can’t really force you to do anything, but yes, | suppose that 
will do.” He took my arm to support me, though | wasn’t sure it was 
necessary. “That speech you gave Osric was very well-thought-out,” 
he commended. 

| looked over at him as we entered the castle. “That was an in- 
the-moment thing, Amadeus. | didn’t think about anything | said 
until | was already saying it.” | frowned. “Father used to say my 
tongue was one of my most prominent flaws because | couldn’t ever 
just keep quiet. | always had to have a reason, had to explain myself, 
and it made him furious. Anyway, thank you.” 

“Really, | think itt was one your best speeches. Perhaps you 
ought to reword it and say it to the people from the wall as well. | 
believe they would think it heartfelt.” 

“Why are you saying all that?” 

“I’m giving you a compliment.” 

“That’s my point.” 
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He sighed. “I was distracting you.” 

| stopped and looked at him, taking a step back. “From what?” 

He waved around the castle. “Look at where we are, Theo.” 

| did, and | noticed that we were not walking up the stairs 
which led from the turret to the top of the wall. We were nearly in 
the throne room. | scowled at Amadeus and pushed past him. “1 
cannot believe you would try to keep me away from everything, 
Amadeus. You’re supposed to support me, not manipulate me.” 

He took my arm and held it tight enough that | could not pull 
away from him. “If you could see yourself, you might wonder why | 
haven’t done this sooner. You need to rest, Theophilus. You’re ill and 
feverish, you’re exhausted, you’re injured. You don’t need to do 
anything else. I’m trying to prevent you from making matters worse 
for yourself.” He softened his tone, but not his grip. “No one wants to 
see you dead, my king. Please.” 

| tried to push his hand away, but it did absolutely nothing. | 
gave up after a time and let my shoulders fall. “Look, I’m not going 
to do anything more after | make Osric surrender and say a few 
words to my people. That is all. | swear to you that | will rest after 
that. I’ll even eat something, probably. Just please, let me do this one 
thing, and | will do whatever you ask of me. Also, none of that is 
going to kill me.” 

“You won’t go looking for anyone, even your sister?” 

“| already Rnow where she is, and everyone else | might wish to 
speak with is at the top of the wall where | should be right now.” 

“You aren’t going to do anything foolish?” 

“Not aside from my typical foolishness, no.” 

He let my arm go and blew out a breath. “Fine, but you’re 
coming straight back here after everything up there is finished.” 

| nodded. “| wouldn’t dream of doing anything else.” 

A little reassured that | wouldn’t be an idiot and get myself 
killed, Amadeus led me toward the stairs to the top of the wall. | did 
need to lean on him as we neared the top because my side was 
beginning to burn, but he said nothing more about it, which | was 
grateful for. | stepped out of the turret and walked across the wall to 
the others who were up there. Ambrose, Seabert, and four other 
guards stood around Osric, shielding him from the people below. | 
noticed a sea of blue and red below, looking up and likely whispering 
amongst themselves about what they thought this must be about. 

| pushed past the guards and took Osric’s arm, his hands still 
bound behind his back. | took him to the edge of the wall where all 
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his people would see him in defeat. Perhaps it was dishonorable, but | 
was sick and tired of war and if this was how | could stop it, then 
that ts what | would do. | drew my sword and held it against the 
man’s throat, then | spoke to the people gathered below, targeting 
the Weyannorians while secretly hoping my people would listen 
closely as well because the things | said were meant for them also. 

“Weyannor, you are not driven by the hunger for war. It ts your 
leader, your king, who is hungry for bloodshed. You march behind him 
only out of fear, afraid of what defiance might cost you. Osric rules 
through terror, just as my father once did. That is the mark of a 
coward—forcing his people to obey, not out of respect, but fear. That 
isn’t the way a king ought to rule his people. A true king leads with 
compassion, understanding the needs of his people. He serves his 
kingdom; he does not expect the kingdom to serve him.” | paused and 
scanned the people’s faces. “In Feruneth, there is an old saying. 
‘When the righteous are in authority, the people rejoice; but when a 
wicked man rules, the people groan.’”* | used my sword to gesture 
down at them. “Look at yourselves. Do you see joy among you? Are 
you proud of the life you lead under Osric’s reign?” | noticed the 
former king’s shoulders fall further, his posture failing him for once. 
His people were far from happy. “No, you aren’t glad because you’ve 
been misled. Osric has made no sacrifices for you. Remember this: 
What a king sacrifices is worth far more than what he gives. Gold 
and victories mean nothing if he isn’t willing to give himself for his 
people. A true leader sacrifices, risks everything, so that his people 
can live in peace. That is what it means to be a king. To leada 
country.” 

| set my blade to Osric’s throat once more and glanced briefly at 
Seabert. “It does not need to end in further bloodshed. Weyannor 
deserves better than that. You deserve a leader who will guide you 
with honor, a true king who understands the meaning of sacrifice. 
That leader stands among us now.” | pushed Osric to a nearby guard 
and took Bert’s arm, pulling him in front of the sea of people. “He is 
the one who can lead you away from war, toward something better. 
He will be the king who serves you and does not serve himself. Hail 
King Seabert of Weyannor.” 

Seabert glanced at me, and | almost laughed at the look of 
confusion in his eyes, but | resisted. Instead, | nodded toward the 
Weyannorians, his Weyannorians, and he looked down at the bowing 
figures in red. Each of them fell to their knees and they lowered their 
heads for their new king. | smiled. “Your former king has surrendered 
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himself to me, now he asks that you do the same. | will not imprison 
any one of you if you each swear to return to Weyannor with your 
dead and wounded and do not set foot in Feruneth again unless there 
has been an agreement on both our parts.” | took Osric again and 
motioned toward the people below. 

He straightened himself and instead turned toward me. “There 
is no place for me here, Theophilus. You have made that clear to me. 
My country does not want me, my own people do not want me to 
lead them. If they will surrender, then so be it. | will surrender also.” 

He grew silent and faced the people below, glancing back at me 
with tears in his eyes, then he threw himself from the castle wall. 
Thankfully, | had been expecting something insane because of the 
words | had just heard him mutter. | threw myself over the edge and 
caught his wrist, flinging my other arm onto the lip of the wall. Our 
momentum nearly tore my arm from its socket and ripped open my 
side, but | managed to hold on and keep Osric from his death. 

“Theo, | have no place here. Let me go,” he called up to me. 

| shook my head. “I can’t do that. Osric, please. Return to 
Weyannor and let it be over. You don’t need to die this way.” 

His wrist slipped. “I do. For it to be over and done with, | do.” 

“No, Osric, don’t. Please.” 

“You know, Weyannor has a saying as well from a book much 
like Feruneth’s. ‘For the sake of the people, then, | am content with 
weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and wars. For when we 
are weak, then we are strong.’”. 

His hand slipped from my grasp, and | turned away lest | let 
myself see things | had no desire to see. | heard his sickening thud as 
Amadeus and Seabert and Ambrose pulled me back onto the wall, 
where | sat heavily on the white stones and held my head in my 
hands. | felt a hand on my shoulder and looked up to see Ambrose 
crouching beside me. 

“Theo, this wasn’t your fault. Don’t dwell on things you could 
not have changed. It’s over. Your people are free, Weyannor will be 
happy. You ended the war. Theo, look at your people.” 

| shook my head. “| can’t.” 

“Stop sulking and look at your people,” Amadeus said. 

Someone, perhaps more than one person, pulled me up onto my 
feet and | looked down at my people, avoiding the sight of Osric’s 
broken body. Everyone, Weyannorian and Feruneth alike, were bowing 
to me. Not to Seabert, or because they had just witnessed their 
former king kill himself, but to me. They bowed in respect and honor, 
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and tears sprang to my eyes. | raised a hand for them to stand and 
spoke loud enough for them to hear. “People of Weyannor, of 
Feruneth, the war is over. Our countries don’t need to continue 
fighting. We can live in peace as separate countries. Our book of 
wisdom says in chapter three ‘there is a time to love, and a time to 
hate. A time of war, and a time of peace.’”+ | stepped back from the 
edge of the wall, where the people could see me but where | could 
not see their front lines. “Today is all those things, but most 
especially a time of war and of peace. The war has passed, and we 
have hated one another. Now is the time for peace and the time to 
forgive One another, to love our enemies. Go to Weyannor, return to 
your homes, and be glad that our differences are behind us. We have 
our kingdoms back and the war is won. Go and be happy.” 

Applause rose from the castle courtyard, and | smiled briefly to 
myself before turning to Amadeus and Ambrose, allowing my smile to 
fall. “There ts another thing that must be done.” 

Ambrose shook his head. “You need to rest, Theo. You’re still 
sick, and everything you’re doing can’t be good for your health.” 

“| haven’t been crowned king, brother. When that is finished, | 
will sleep and allow Lysette to do whatever she needs to do.” 

Amadeus began to lead me toward the stairs, picking up my 
sword from the stones and sheathing it as we walked. | heard his 
resigned sigh. “Who will crown you king, Theo?” 

| was glad he realized he wouldn’t be able to change my mind. 
“Is that even a question, Amadeus?” 

“I’m not sure | know what you mean.” 

“lf my father lived to be an old man, he would crown me as 
king, but he is dead. As | see it, you are a fine replacement.” 

“What about Ambrose? Or your uncle?” 

| winced as | limped down the steps, slowing my pace 
considerably. “My uncle has passed. Ambrose, | did consider you.” He 
nodded “But typically the brother of the king is his head councilman, 
who stands by his side. That is where | want you, Ambrose, as my 
brother.” 

Amadeus caught me before | fell on the last step, which made 
me grimace at the pain in my side. | pulled my cloak over my 
shoulders, shivering briefly. “This is exactly why you need rest.” 

“I’m fine. Ambrose, gather everyone from the courtyard and 
have them find places to stand in the throne room. | need to speak 
directly with Isaiah, Seabert, and Lysette. Have them come straight 
to me in my parents’ room and bring my sister and something to eat 
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with you. If this ailment doesn’t kill me, starvation will be my 
death.” 

| saw him glare at me as he walked in the opposite direction as 
Amadeus and me, but | didn’t care. | meant to finish the war and the 
best way to do that was to give my people a leader. They needed 
instruction, they needed a foundation, and | would give them that. | 
would give them everything they needed to thrive because my father 
hadn’t done that. My father had let his people wilt, and | would take 
his place and let them flourish. Feruneth was already rich enough, we 
had more than enough land. There were people, my people, who 
needed that gold and who needed that land. They would put it toa 
much better use than | ever could. Father had never been able to see 
that. He had used the land and the riches as bargaining tokens, asa 
means to stay far away from any battle. He used Feruneth’s gold and 
land to hide behind because he was nothing more than a coward. | 
would not be as he was, and if ever | did something my father might 
do, Amadeus had permission to slap some sense into me. 

| stopped before my father’s throne when we entered the still, 
softly lit room. | stared up at the blue velvet and the white wood, 
wondering how long the seat had been empty since his death. | 
wondered how long he had known about the Weyannorians burning 
the western parts of his country and doing nothing to stop it. How 
long he intended to wait until he decided to try and stop the coming 
war. | wondered how many people he was willing to sacrifice before 
he thought it necessary to send his soldiers into Weyannor, to hunt 
down the Weyannorian spies, to cut off the snake’s head and stop it 
before it began. Then | wondered if he would have ever done 
anything. Knowing my father as well as | did, it would not surprise 
me to learn that he would give away all his country, all his riches, 
before ever engaging in war. He would sell his people into bondage in 
the hope that perhaps he might save himself, just as Osric would 
sacrifice all his people before ever offering himself up. If Osric had 
been born to my father, things for Feruneth would be much different 
than they were while | was growing up because the two of them 
would have gotten along famously. 
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CHAPTER: FIFTEEN 


I flinched when Amadeus rested his hand on my shoulder, so 
deep in thought | had forgotten | wasn’t alone. | was more startled 
when | realized it was not the archer’s hand which rested on my 
shoulder. It was Ambrose’s, and he had a gleam in his eyes. “The 
people are coming around to go through the doors, my king.” 

| could tell there was more he wanted to say. “And?” 

“Someone ts here to see you.” 

| cocked my head. “Seabert? Lysette? Liesel? Or Isaiah?” 

He shook his head. “No. She’s in the Great Hall with Amadeus. 
They’re waiting for you.” 

| certainly must have been distracted not to notice the man 
leave my side with someone else. “Thank you, Ambrose. I’ll go 
straight away. Send the others to my parents’ room.” 

| limped from the throne room, glancing once more at the 
empty seat my father had left behind, then | made my way to 
Amadeus and whomever he was with. | wondered who would want an 
audience with me and where they had come from. | could think of no 
one that was not already on their way inside the castle who might 
wish to speak with me, and it was strange. | worried that the archer 
might be with an enemy who claimed to be on our side. Thoughts like 
those quickened my pace. 

| straightened myself and ran my fingers through my hair, 
resting my hand on the hilt of my sword in case it was someone who 
meant to kill me. | limped into the hall and at first thought the room 
was empty, but then my eyes fell on the visitor. She was crying, and 
Amadeus was listening to her and not really saying much, but my 
gaze stayed on the girl. Her hair fell in golden waves on her 
shoulders. She wore a beautiful pale blue dress with white lacy 
designs and clear flowy sleeves. The dress accented her eyes 
beautifully and | recognized the silver ring that had once been on her 
finger lying on the floor. 

| staggered over to them, and she lifted her head to see me 
through her tears, which she was quick to brush away. “Theo, I’m so 
sorry. | thought | was helping people, giving them what they needed, | 
thought | was happy with Lachlan, but he lied to me. He got himself 
drunk and he explained everything to me. He’s a thief, Theo. He stole 
everything from me except the clothes on my person and he burnt 
down our house. He said he only married me for my money. He’s been 
stealing from me since | left you.” She began to cry. “I’m sorry, Theo, 
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I’m so sorry.” 

| glanced at Amadeus, who shrugged unhelpfully, and turned 
back to the girl. “Ria, look at me.” She raised her eyes and left the 
tears trailing down her face. | didn’t get a chance to say anything 
more because she frowned deeply and spoke softly. 

“Theo, you’re ill. You look like you haven’t slept at all since you 
left my house.” | winced at the truth of her words. “You haven’t? 
You’re ill and injured, and probably too exhausted to be walking 
around. You should let me make the cure for your illness. It won’t 
take long. Just an herbal tea you need to drink frequently, and | want 
to see your injury. You’re hardly holding yourself up.” 

“Wisteria, | know all that already. What | need to know ts why 
you’re here.” 

“| didn’t know who else to come to. Lachlan disappeared and | 
don’t care to go looking for him. | never want to see the man again. 
He took everything, Theo, everything.” 

| reached down to get the ring Il’d seen on the floor and stood 
back up. “What about this?” 

“| want nothing to do with it,” Ria said. 

| took her hand and pulled her close to me, like | had all those 
years ago when | asked for her hand in marriage. When | thought she 
was dead. “What if | were to give it to you?” 

“Theo, you know | don’t—” 

“Yes, but | love you. | always have loved you, Wisteria. Please 
say yes.” 

She shook her head. “What about Lysette? She’s a nice girl and 
she loves you. Marry her instead.” 

“Why would | marry her?” 

“She loves you.” 

“Perhaps so, but don’t you think | should marry someone whom 
| love also?” 

Wisteria looked down at the ring | held near her finger and then 
she met my gaze. “Theo, | don’t want to be a part of your life as 
royalty.” 

“| don’t love Lysette, I’m not even fond of her. Frankly, | think 
she’s annoying. | love you, Wisteria.” 

“1 can’t, Theo.” 

| frowned. “Do you love me?” 

“| don’t know.” 

“| Rnow you don’t love royalty or anything of that nature, but 
do you love me? Just as | am without my title or throne or 
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anything?” 

“Yes, Theo, | love you. There wasn’t a day tn Tinnober when | 
went a moment without thinking about you. | love you.” 

“Then will you marry me, Ria? Please?” 

She pulled away from me. “Theo, I’m sorry, | can’t. | love you, 
but | cannot be a part of that life.” 

“I’m not asking you to marry the throne, or the crown, or my 
title. Ria, I’m asking you to marry me. Please.” 

“| don’t want to be the queen of Feruneth, Theo. | don’t want to 
deal with royalty. | saw what it did to your father, and | won’t live 
with someone like that.” 

“I’m nothing like my father, Wisteria, you Rnow that better 
than anyone.” | sighed. “We can marry in this room, like | promised 
you all those years before.” 

She pursed her lips. “I do love you, Theo, and | will marry you on 
One condition.” 

| took her hand and placed the ring on her finger, my eyes never 
leaving her face. “What ts it?” 

“You must promise me that you will not become him.” 

| was offended she felt she needed to ask. “Never.” 

Finally, she smiled and kissed me exactly the way she used to. | 
grinned when she pulled away. “| need you in the throne room, Ria, 
standing by my side if you would.” 

“Of course. I’ll ask Ambrose if there’s anything | can do to help.” 

| gave her a kiss and she left me alone with the archer. Under 
his penetrating glare, | nearly fell over and succumbed to my fatigue, 
but | decided he wouldn’t like that. Besides, | had promised everyone 
a king for Feruneth. | could not step down from the throne now. 
“Amadeus, | once asked you whether | should choose the improbable 
or the impossible when the choice came. You never gave me an 
answer.” 

He took my elbow and began to escort me from the Great Hall. 
“| did not.” 

| coughed raggedly. “Well, this is that choice.” 

“Theo, | think you should take your place as king. Don’t give the 
throne up to someone else. It was your father’s and now it ts yours. | 
know no one who is more deserving than you. They will honor you, 
my king.” 

| said nothing more as he led me through the crowd of people in 
the throne room. He pushed open the door to my parents’ room 
where Isaiah and Seabert were waiting for me. | did not see Lysette 
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and | did not see Ambrose nor my sister. Amadeus stood with the 
others while | sat on the bed and wiped my hands down my face 
tiredly. “Where are Ambrose and my sister?” 

“They’re by the throne, King Teophilus,” Seabert answered. 

| nodded. “Isaiah, you will be my captain of the guard, yes?” 

He bowed his head. “I will.” 

| turned to Seabert. “Forgive me for what | said on the wall, 
Bert. | did want you as my captain, honestly, but your people need 
you more than | do. Weyannor needs someone to lead them, and | 
think there is no one better for the job than you. Will you take 
Osric’s place?” 

He bowed his head also. “I will, and | will gather my men 
immediately to leave for Weyannor. We will not stay here another 
moment so that Feruneth can take care of things.” 

“Thank you, Seabert.” | dismissed the man and heard him 
shouting orders to people. “Isaiah, where is Lysette?” 

He shrugged. “I believe Sir Cohen said she left for Tinnober to 
help the sick.” 

In other words, she had seen Wisteria arrive and figured things 
out for herself. She was likely upset with me, which was just as well. 
| was glad she was going somewhere to help people rather than 
staying here in my castle and declaring how much she cared for me. | 
certainly trusted her more than | had before, but not so much that | 
would ever marry her over Ria. 

| shook my head clear and stood up, thankful Amadeus was 
there to catch me before | fell onto the ground. | Rnew in my heart 
that part of my weakness was the illness inside me, but | ignored it. 
“Isaiah, go out and make sure everyone is settled down, please.” 

| waited until he was gone to sit back down and wrap my cloak 
over as much of my body as | could. The archer, as always, took 
notice of this and sat beside me on the bed. 

“Is something wrong, Theo?” 

“Aside from... Never mind. It’s nothing.” 

“It’s Osric, isn’t it? And your uncle. And Finntan.” 

| looked over at him. “How do know about Finnian?” 

“| saw it all from the castle wall.” 

| sighed deeply. “Yes, all those things. Amadeus, | could have 
pulled him up. He just... He wouldn’t let me. He let go. None of 
them deserved death. | could have taken all their places, but instead 
they took my place in death.” 

“Osric took no one’s place except his own. Finnian died to save 
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your life, and Collin, well, he fought as well as he could.” 

Tears sprang to my eyes. That seems to happen often these 
days. “Amadeus, did Father die to take my place?” 

“No, Theo. He died to give you your place.” 

| was about to say something, but there was a soft knock on 
the door, and | muttered for whoever it was to enter. A small figure 
walked into the room and climbed onto the bed, leaning against my 
side. | sucked tn a breath and closed my eyes until the wave of pain 
passed before kissing the top of my sister’s head. She wrapped her 
arms around me, and | clenched my jaw. 

“Theo?” 

“Yes, love?” 

“Ambrose said it’s time. He has Father’s crown.” 

| winced when she shifted beside me. “Tell him I’ll be right 
there.” 

“Okay.” 

| let out a relieved breath when she walked out of the room and 
rested my hand on my side. “We should go.” 

“Are you sure that’s all?” 

“Yes.” 

Amadeus nodded and patiently waited until | was on my feet, 
then he walked behind me, and we went toward the empty throne, 
the crowd parting as | limped across the room. | noticed Ambrose 
beside the throne with the crown in his hands, evidently having 
forgotten the food I’d asked for. Oh well. When | made it to the front 
of the room, | turned toward the crowd and knelt with Amadeus 
standing at my back. Behind me, my father’s crown exchanged hands, 
and Amadeus held it over my head. The people grew uncannily silent. 

He lowered the golden crown onto my head, and | noted how 
heavy it felt. | hadn’t worn my own crown since | was a boy, and | 
had forgotten the way it felt. “Hail the son of King Dresden, King 
Theophilus of Feruneth.” 

| stood up as the people before me lowered themselves into 
bows. | lifted a hand for them to rise after a moment and spoke loud 
enough for my voice to carry through the hall. “| know each of us is 
weary from the war and | know we each want sleep. | have only two 
things to say.” | lowered myself into a bow for my people. “Thank 
you.” 

They clapped as | stood, first one person, then another, and 
another, until they were all clapping. | smiled and turned to Ambrose. 
“If you would have everyone regather in the dining hall, the kitchen 
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should have plenty of food ready by now. Thank you for everything, 
brother.” 

“Despite your immense stupidity as of late, it is | who should be 
thanking you,” he said. 

“Why is that?” 

“You won the war for your people, Theo. You saved Weyannor 
from Osric, and they are grateful for that.” He took a breath. “Il am 
grateful to you because as the head of your council, | will no longer 
be required to lead anyone or wield a sword. | hate swords, you Rnow. 
Upon further inspection, | also realized | hate being in charge of 
people, so thank you. | really didn’t want to have to be the one to 
slap some sense into you. I’m glad you pulled yourself together on 
your own... Mostly.” He squeezed my shoulder and stepped away 
from the throne. “Thank you, Theo. You’ll be a fine king.” 

| grinned and turned toward Amadeus, who stood in his usual 
disapproving position. | walked past him to Wisteria and pulled her 
into a kiss. “I will marry you as soon as I’ve had rest and as soon as 
I’m not freezing to death. How does that sound?” 

“It sounds fantastic, Theo.” 

| kissed her again. “Good. Go celebrate with everyone else in the 
dining hall.” 

Her smile disappeared. “What about you?” 

“I’ll jotn you later in the evening. Go and enjoy yourself, Ria.” 

She nodded, turning on her heel and walking away. | watched 
her go until | could no longer see her before turning back to the 
people gathered in the throne room. More than half of them were 
already gone and the rest were streaming out, following Ambrose’s 
directions. | let out a breath and went to stand by the throne, 
wondering whether Father would approve of my place there. Perhaps 
now, after everything | had done for Feruneth, he would finally 
accept that | would never be him. | would never be who he wanted 
me to be, and he would simply have to get over that. | prayed that he 
had gotten over it because | wouldn’t want to sit on his throne if he 
still hated me. 

Amadeus watched me carefully and after a time of silence, 
when everyone else in the hall had left, he spoke. “Aren’t you going to 
join everyone else for the celebration?” 

| shook my head. “No. | promised everyone | would rest when 
this was all over, and it is.” | turned to him. “But you should join the 
others. You deserve to enjoy the rest of the day, my friend.” 

“You’re honestly going to sleep?” 
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“Don’t sound so skeptical. | am actually going to rest.” 

He smiled and bowed his head to me. “Very well.” 

Amadeus left me standing alone in the throne room and | let 
out a long breath before sitting in my father’s seat. | noticed that my 
feet didn’t reach the floor if | leaned all the way back, and | recalled 
briefly that my father’s had not touched either. | made myself 
comfortable and closed my eyes, but when | was near sleep, | heard a 
small voice whisper my name. | leaned over in the throne, wincing 
slightly, and saw my sister standing there with the deep red blanket 
pulled close to her small body. | lifted her into my arms and held her 
near to me. She pulled the blanket around herself and leaned against 
me, saying nothing else. | leaned my head on her head of curls and 
closed my eyes, allowing her warmth to alleviate my chills. Knowing 
all was well in my country, | relaxed and was content in my father’s 
throne. 
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